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ABSTRACT 
This study was designed to explore the role of emotions mediating the 
decision-making process in poker. The research questions included: (1) What 
emotions are reported by poker players? (2) What are the poker-related 
predictors of the reported emotions? (3) How do the reported emotions influence 
decision-making? 
A qualitative approach was chosen for the eight intermediate poker players in 
the study. Data analyzed according to content analysis derived from semi-
structured retrospective interviews and a think aloud protocol offered evidence 
that emotions impacted the decision-making process of intermediate poker 
players. 
Six distinct emotions were found to influence the decision-making process in 
poker: Pride, excitement, happiness, anxiety, frustration, and anger. Findings 
confirmed prior research of the role of frustration and anger in influencing 
suboptimal decision-making. Three main findings deviated from previous 
research: Positive emotions of pride and excitement were found to impact 
suboptimal decision-making, the negative emotion of anxiety was found to impact 
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optimal decision-making, and the role of experience facilitated a healthier 
interpretation of, and reaction to, multiple emotions. 
The findings in this study provide practical and academic applications for 
researchers, poker players, and poker consultants. A number of different 
directions for future research are suggested, including more observation of 
naturalistic poker play, using real money for naturalistic poker play, and 
comparing the emotional experience of different stratum of experts and 
intermediates. Poker players could improve profit margins through using more 
active, facilitative forms of coping for strong emotional reactions, while poker 
consultants could help clients in proactively entering emotional zones that 
facilitate optimal decision-making. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
Importance 
Over the past decade, poker has grown into a popular and lucrative form of 
competition. Millions of dollars are won and lost in casino poker rooms across the 
country, and thousands of individuals meet in Las Vegas every summer at the 
World Series of Poker (WSOP) to win their share of tens of millions of dollars. 
The vast amount of money exchanging hands is largely due to poker's meteoric 
rise in popularity across the world. Its roots can be traced back to the Main Event 
(the last, and most popular event at the WSOP) in 2003, when an unknown 
amateur named Chris Moneymaker shockingly won in dramatic fashion. This 
event contributed to the poker boom, as the number of entrants in the Main Event 
went from 839 with a first prize of $2.5 million in 2003 to 8,773 entrants with a 
first prize of $12 million in 2006. The number of events in 2014 has risen to 65 
compared to 36 in 2003, and there is a World Series of Poker Europe that takes 
place in Europe every fall (www.wsop.com). 
Rationale 
Many individuals make their living playing poker. This suggests that poker is a 
game of skill, and not a game of luck. Popular press books written by world-class 
poker players and experts have isolated classes of poker skills that contribute to 
successful poker play (Brunson, 1978; Caro, 2003; Harrington & Robertie, 2004; 
Hellmuth, 2003; Navarro & Karlins, 2006). A critical class of skills that predicts 
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winning poker falls under the domain of decision-making (Brunson, 1978; 
Harrington & Robertie, 2004; Hellmuth, 2003), while another class of skills that 
predicts winning poker falls under the domain of emotions (Caro, 2003; Navarro 
& Karlins, 2006). The research on decision-making and emotions in poker has 
only recently begun to surface. 
To the author's best knowledge, one study has systematically investigated 
decision-making in poker (St. Germain, 2009). The results formed the basis of 
the Poker DM Conceptual Scheme, which reveals what poker-specific 
information is reported by skilled and non-skilled players during poker hands. The 
study used 45 participants (15 novice, intermediate, and expert poker players) 
who were exposed to the same 60 online hands of no limit texas hold 'em for 
"play" money (fake money). Participants were instructed to "think aloud" while 
playing the hands. The think aloud data was analyzed, along with quantitative 
data collected from the "play" money session . Results suggested that the 
quantity of task-relevant thoughts were stratified by level (experts more than 
intermediates, intermediates more than novices), intermediates and experts 
reported more task-relevant thoughts, and that intermediates and experts 
generally performed better as the hand progressed . 
The Poker DM Conceptual Scheme is categorized along five dimensions, 
which include "Opponent Behaviors", "Basic Poker Considerations", "Advanced 
Poker Considerations" , "The Self', and "Other". "Opponent Behaviors" consists of 
possible opponent hands, reading tells, reading styles, understanding betting 
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patterns, size of opponent chip stack, estimated opponent ability, previous 
opponent actions, future opponent actions, pressuring/isolating an opponent, and 
assessing opponent hand strength. "Basic Poker Considerations" include 
understanding hand possibilities, while "Advanced Poker Considerations" 
consists of calculating pot odds, table position, size of one's stack, hand 
selection, pot building/control , number of opponents in the hand, board texture , 
value/protection bets. "The Self' includes table image, changing gears, intuition, 
future actions, and disguising hand strength. "Other" is the category that includes 
factors that are not conducive for optimal decision-making. This category 
includes feeling lucky, wanting to play, not sure, favorite/least favorite hand, 
angry with one player, scared to raise/bet, and other thoughts. Additional 
variables have been added to the poker conceptual scheme. They include 
opponent isolation, size of opponent's chip stack, possible opponent hands, 
number of opponents in the hand, board texture, and bet sizing . 
Multiple studies have examined the role of affect in poker that has been 
commonly termed "tilt" (Browne, 1989; Palomaki, Laakasuo, & Salmela, 21 02a; 
2012b; 2013; Rosenthal , 1995). "Tilt" can be defined as negative emotional state 
that impacts suboptimal decision-making (Browne, 1989). A linear progression of 
cognitive appraisals leads to poor decision-making when "tilting": Denial, anger, 
an external attribution for the lost hand, and the need to win one's money back, 
or what is termed "chasing" (Rosenthal , 1995). "Chasing" refers to an impulsive, 
overly risky decision-making style aiming to restore a sense of fairness and/or to 
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regain a positive emotional state (Palomaki et al. , 2013). The most common 
reason for engaging in "chasing" is due to incurring a "bad beat", which can be 
defined as a lost poker hand when the statistical probability of losing the hand 
was deemed to be low (Billings et al., 2003). 
There has been little comprehensive research on decision-making in poker 
and on the role of emotions influencing the decision-making process in poker. 
The published research on emotions impacting decision-making has focused on 
anger and frustration , or what is commonly referred to as "tilt". This created a 
need for research on the role of a wide range of discrete emotions on decision-
making in poker. 
Questions 
1 . What emotions are reported by intermediate poker players? 
2. What are the poker-related predictors of the reported emotions? 
3. How do the reported emotions influence decision-making? 
As noted previously, six distinct emotions were found . Three positive and 
three negative emotions were found, which include pride, happiness, excitement, 
anxiety, frustration, and anger. Critical themes that emerged within and across 
the emotions may help in developing future directions of research , and in 
informing poker players and poker consultants. 
The information contained below includes poker information that is critical to 
understanding various pieces of literature reviewed , critical aspects of the 
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findings, and certain themes developed from the findings. The poker information 
includes basic rules, no limit texas hold 'em, poker playing styles, and a glossary 
of terms. 
Poker: Rules and Regulations 
There are 52 cards in a deck, with 13 values per four suits (hearts, diamonds, 
clubs, and spades). The values range from 2-10, jack, queen, king, and ace, 
which is the highest card. There are many variations of poker, which include 
omaha, razz, seven card stud, deuce to seven lowball , and texas hold 'em. The 
two types of games within each of these variations are cash games and 
tournaments. In cash games, players use their real money. In tournaments, 
players "buy-in" for a fixed amount of money and play with non-value tournament 
chips. Within each of these variations and types of games, the betting can be 
"limit" or "no-limit" . Limit games pre-determine the maximum amount of money 
that can be bet in a given betting round. No-limit games do not pre-determine the 
maximum amount of money to be bet; a player can bet one's stack at any time. A 
stack is the amount of real money a player holds in a cash game, or the amount 
of non-value tournament chips a player holds in a tournament. 
No Limit Texas Hold 'em 
The most popular variation of poker is no limit texas hold 'em. A round of 
betting occurs at each stage of the hand (also called "street"). First, all players 
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are dealt two cards face down ("hole" cards). This stage is called "preflop." The 
next stage is the "flop", where three community cards are dealt face up in the 
middle of the table. Community cards are cards that are shared by all players at 
the table, and they are always dealt face up in the middle of the table. The next 
round is the "turn", where one card is dealt face up. The last stage is the "river", 
where one card is dealt face up. After this round of betting, players make the best 
five-card poker hand possible from seven cards, which include the five 
community cards and their two "hole" cards. 
Playing styles 
Poker players are typically described along two dimensions: Loose/tight, and 
passive/aggressive. Loose/tight playing styles refer to the percentage of hands 
voluntarily played, while passive/aggressive playing styles refer to betting styles. 
Loose players tend to play a wide range of hands; their percentage of hands 
played hovers around 40%. Tight players tend to play only premium hands; their 
percentage of hands played is around 20% (Smith, Levere, Kurtzman, 2009). 
Aggressive players do not tend to call; they tend to bet, raise, and re-raise to 
place maximum pressure on opponents. Their ratio of bets/raises to checks/calls 
is above 1.5. Passive players tend to call, and generally will not bet, raise, or re-
raise an opponent's bet. Their ratio of bets/raises to checks/calls is below 1 
(Smith et al., 2009). 
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Glossary of terms 
Arrogant aggressiveness - Due to the presence of pride, it is a betting style 
highlighted by a lack of focus on task-relevant cues, a superficial decision-
making style, or an override of a decision made in favor of an impulsive, overly 
risky decision. 
Mindless aggressiveness- Due to the presence frustration and anger, it is a 
betting style characterized by a lack of focus on task-relevant cues, a superficial 
decision-making style, or an override of a decision made in favor of an impulsive, 
overly risky decision. 
Tilt- A term to denote a negative emotional state that has a negative impact on 
decision-making. 
Chasing - An impulsive, overly negative betting style while on tilt. 
Bad beat- Loss of a poker hand when the statistical probability of losing the 
hand was deemed to be low. 
Tells- Verbal and non-verbal pieces of information that poker players display 
that can reveal information about the strength of their hand. 
No limit texas hold 'em- The most popular variation of poker played . 
Hole cards- The two cards dealt face down to an opponent during no limit texas 
hold 'em. 
Flop- The first three cards dealt face up in texas hold 'em. 
Turn- The fourth card dealt face up in texas hold 'em. 
River- The fifth , and final, card dealt face up in texas hold 'em. 
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Cash games -A type of poker game where real money is bet. 
Tournament- A type of poker game where one buys in for a fixed amount and 
non-value tournament chips are used. 
Limit - A poker game that places limits on the amount of money to bet. 
No limit- A poker game that places no restrictions on the amount of money to 
bet. 
Play money- Fake money that is used to play poker games on poker websites. 
Tight- A playing style highlighted by playing premium hands only. 
Loose -A playing style highlighted by playing a wide range of hands. 
Aggressive- A betting style characterized by betting, raising, and re-raising. 
Passive- A betting style characterized by checking and calling. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
As noted previously, three research questions guided the research process. 
These questions include: 
1. What emotions are reported by intermediate poker players? 
2. What are the poker-related predictors of the reported emotions? 
3. How do the reported emotions influence decision-making? 
To the author's best knowledge, there is no previous literature that examines 
all three research questions, most notably the impact of discrete positive and 
negative emotions on optimal and suboptimal decision-making in poker. Instead, 
reviewing multiple lines of research will uncover information encapsulated within 
distinct components of the three research questions. These lines of research 
include decision-making literature in domains similar to poker, the role of memory 
in decision-making, domain-specific decision-making, and decision-making under 
risk. Two other lines of research will be reviewed as well, which include theories 
of emotion that would seem to fit within the domain of poker, and the limited 
research on the impact of emotions on suboptimal decision-making in poker. 
Decision-Making Literature 
Decision-making (OM) refers to a process whereby a choice is made from 
multiple alternatives (Payne, Bettman, & Johnson, 1993). Optimal decision-
making is facilitated in three ways: Logic, statistics, and/or heuristics (Gigerenzer 
& Gaissmaier, 2011 ). A classical model of rational decision-making includes logic 
and statistics . These types of models, such as Bayesian decision theory and 
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complex regression models, can be used when individuals rationally apply their 
tenets and to situations whose various elements are fixed; all relevant 
information is known before beginning the decision-making process (Binmore, 
2009; Simon, 1979). This is what is traditionally referred to as small worlds 
(Savage, 1954 ). Decision-making in large worlds occurs when using incomplete 
information, situational factors that arise during the decision-making process, or 
when rational decisions are not made (such as during subjective, emotional 
decision-making). These large world contingencies violate the norm of traditional 
rational decision theory, and renders those models that operate under its 
principle, such as Bayesian decision theory and complex regression models, an 
insignificant option (Binmore, 2009). Effective decision-making in large worlds 
calls for the use of "shortcuts" compared to traditional decision-making . 
Poker is a competitive domain that operates in large worlds where players will 
rely on "shortcuts" compared to using traditional rational decision theory models. 
Poker players are constantly making decisions without the benefit of precise 
measurements of probabilities (Siler, 201 0), during times under intense negative 
emotions (Palomaki et. al , 2012a; b; 2013; Rosenthal, 1995), and perhaps when 
encountering new task-relevant cues during the decision-making process. For 
example, when player A is attempting to decide whether an opponent is bluffing, 
he notices that the opponent's hand begins to shake. This is a new behavior 
identified against opponent B, and now player A must decide whether or not to 
use this new piece of information to aid in the current decision-making process. 
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Bounded Rationality 
Bounded Rationality (Gigerenzer & Goldstein, 1996) proposes that individuals 
make decisions when "bounded", or constrained, typically by environmental and 
cognitive factors. Thus, they acquire reliable "shortcuts" compared to more 
intricate models of decision-making. These "shortcuts" are referred to as 
heuristics, which can be a valid method of decision-making in that experts tend to 
perform at a high level when they trust their intuition (Klein, 2003), and non-
experts' intuition can be more reliable than linear strategies under real-world 
conditions (DeCaro & Beilock, 201 0). 
The strategies that inform heuristics are developed due to domain-specific 
experience (Payne & Bettman, 2004 ). Heuristics can be modified due to learning 
from past competitive situations, provided there is immediate feedback (Payne, 
Bettman, & Johnson, 1993). Once learned, heuristics tend to enter the mind 
rather easily with limited conscious processing. 
A formal model of heuristics can be operationalized according to the 
identification of common elements that span across most heuristics. This 
identification would allow the reduction of heuristics into common building blocks, 
which include (a) searching rules, (b) stopping rules, and (c) decision rules. 
Searching rules explicate where one cognitively searches, stopping rules identify 
when the search ceases, and decision rules delineate how the decision is made 
(Gigerenzer & Gaissmaier, 2011 ). For example, the tallying heuristic consists of a 
(a) random search of all relevant cues in no specified order. The search then (b) 
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stops when all relevant cues have been identified. The option with the (c) most 
positive cue values yields the correct decision (Gigerenzer, 2004 ). The collection 
of heuristics, their building blocks, and the core cognitive resources that building 
blocks use is termed the adaptive toolbox. Among the core cognitive resources 
includes the content of one's memory, which mediates what heuristics are 
available for use (Gigerenzer & Gaissmaier, 2011 ). 
Memory in Decision-Making 
Memory is vital in problem-solving domains because cognitive processes can 
be defined as a sequence of thoughts, which implies that each stage of thought 
is dependent on previous stages. Memory mediates these stages (Ericsson & 
Kintsch, 1995). Experience brings about specific procedures for encoding, 
storing, and retrieving information that produces decisions (Ericsson et. al, 2004 ). 
Skilled individuals store new information by connecting it with sequential 
information structures, or chunks (Chase & Simon, 1973). The Information 
Processing Approach (Newell & Simon, 1972) posits that chunks are retrieved 
from long-term memory (L TM) and are evaluated in short-term memory (STM). 
Skill is the mediating factor in an individual's ability to connect new, but familiar 
situations with chunks. For example, Chase and Simon (1973) briefly presented 
chess players with chess board positions and subjects responded with the 
appropriate play from memory. The consistency of making valid decisions 
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illustrated that expert chess players had stored as many as 50,000 chunks to 
allow for correctly deciding the ideal moves from various chess board positions. 
Chase and Simon (1973) accounted for expert chess player's memory solely 
as a function of STM. However, other studies around the same time proposed 
that L TM accounts for the superior memory ability of chess experts (Charness, 
1976; Frey & Adesman, 1976), suggesting that the sheer amount of information 
processed after briefly viewing a chess position far outweighed the capacity of 
STM. Also, the chess experts' ability to use information stored in L TM 
disappeared when there was a random placement of chess pieces all over the 
board (Chase & Simon, 1973). This suggests differential explanations for which 
memory system is exploited by expert chess players, and that skilled performers' 
ability to use their superior memory ability is context specific. 
Skilled Memory Theory 
A more recent theory of memory that better operationalizes the process 
characteristic of domain-specific superior memory is Ski lled Memory Theory 
(Ericsson & Kintsch , 1995), wh ich posits that an extension of traditional long-term 
memory (LTM) is long-term working memory (LT-WM). This is a memory system 
that stores skilled information in stable form to meet the demands of complex, 
cognitive processes in a particu lar domain. Experience in performance domains 
allows skilled individuals to process and retrieve information in a quick, efficient, 
and reliable manner. 
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L T-WM can only be utilized when three conditions have been met. The ability 
to quickly store information in L TM comprises the first condition, which may only 
be reserved for experts because of their extensive experience and vast array of 
knowledge relevant to the type of information being presently considered. Two, 
the demands of the environment must be very familiar to individuals. This allows 
for selective storage of information, or the ability to quickly discard task-irrelevant 
cues and attend to, and store, task-relevant cues for present and future use. 
Lastly, individuals use short-term working memory (ST-WM) to encode retrieval 
cues, or environmental stimuli that invoke a memory. A group of organized 
retrieval cues are termed a retrieval structure (Ericsson & Kintsch, 1995). 
Processing retrieval structures from ST -WM to L T -WM allows individuals to 
quickly retrieve a particular subset of information in response to an environmental 
demand. Activating and interpreting retrieval structures occurs in a quick, 
efficient, and reliable manner (Ericsson & Kintsch, 1995). 
L T -WM is dependent on an individual's domain-specific knowledge that 
facilitates the interpretation of retrieval structures within a familiar environment. It 
contains information that is stored in stable form, but reliable access to it is 
activated by ST-WM. Further, the influence of an interruption in the information 
evaluated in L T-WM, perhaps due to an immediate emotional experience caused 
by an environmental predictor, should be minimal because the information that 
was being evaluated in L T -WM remains active in L TM and can be consciously 
accessed again by the reactivation of relevant retrieval cues (Ericsson & Kintsch, 
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1995). More recent research has postulated that the decision-making process of 
individuals with a highly efficient memory capacity may be compromised due to 
unique environmental demands. 
Cognitive functioning and working memory (WM) 
The two general modes of cognitive function include reasoning and intuition. 
Reasoning processes are characterized by effortful, deliberate, rule-based , and 
emotionless thinking , while intuitive (or associative) processes are characterized 
by effortless, fast, automatic, emotional thinking (Kahneman, 2003). Associative 
processes use learned associations born out of repeated exposure to situations 
and place little demand on WM capacity, while reasoning processes place large 
demands on WM capacity. 
There may be individual differences in the WM capacity across individuals 
(Stanovich & West, 2000). Higher WM individuals may be able to set higher 
thresholds for retrieval for reasoning processes because of their WM capacity 
and past success in doing so, whereas individuals lower in WM capacity may rely 
more on associative processes because they do not have a high threshold for 
retrieval (Siegler, 1988). Strategic variables in St. Germain's (2009) model that 
may require reasoning processes include, but may not be limited to, 
understanding betting patterns, reading styles, estimating opponent ability, 
accessing previous opponent actions, assessing opponent hand strength, own 
hand possibilities, calculating pot odds, hand selection, size of chip stack, pot 
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building/control , changing gears, size of opponent chip stack, and bet sizing. The 
correct interpretation of these strategic variables that contribute to optimal 
decision-making in poker may be due, in part, to one's ability to consciously 
evaluate multiple pieces of information, the number of which may be directly 
correlated to one's WM capacity. For example, poker players should assess the 
strength of their two hole cards before the first round of betting. As the hand 
develops, they may need to compute payoff percentages based on the present 
"street" (pot odds), and on future "streets" (implied odds). Poker players may also 
oscillate between associative and reasoning processes within the same hand. 
For example, they may use associative processes when evaluating how (non-
verbally) an opponent bets, and they may use reasoning processes to then 
assign probabilities of opponent card holdings, which then may influence the type 
of bet made based on pot and implied odds. 
Executive attention, which is the ability to concentrate on task-relevant cues 
while suppressing task-irrelevant information, has been shown to explain 
individual differences in WM (DeCaro & Beilock, 201 0). Individuals lower in WM 
capacity are more likely to spread their attention across multiple domains (which 
includes both task-relevant and irrelevant information). This should lead to 
associative-type decision-making compared to individuals with higher executive 
attention ability. However, there is a line of research which indicates that 
individuals higher in WM capacity are more prone to failure in perceived pressure 
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situations that require reasoning processes compared to individuals with lower 
WM capacity (Beilock & DeCaro, 2007). 
Situational demands on WM 
Research has shown that pressure situations can alter the performance of 
individuals high in WM capacity in mathematical and reasoning tasks (Beilock & 
DeCaro, 2007; Beilock & Carr, 2005; Gimming, Huguet, Caverni, & Cury, 2006). 
For example, Beilock and Carr (2005) exposed participants to two conditions (low 
and high pressure mathematical computational task), and found that high WM 
participants outperformed the low WM participants in the low pressure condition , 
but the performance of both types of WM participants were about even in the 
high pressure condition. This suggests that performance decrements are most 
pronounced for individuals high in WM capacity in high pressure situations which 
occurred due to an increase in cognitive anxiety (worrisome thoughts) that drew 
cognitive resources away from attending to task-relevant cues in memory. These 
participants were operating with the same amount of WM capacity in the high 
pressure condition as their low WM counterparts. Similarly, Gimming et al. (2006) 
split participants into a low and high pressure condition that measured one's 
reasoning skills, and results indicated that the individuals most likely to fail were 
high WM participants in the high pressure group. The low WM participants in the 
high pressure group reported state anxiety, just like the high WM participants, 
which suggests that there are differences in the influence of state anxiety on 
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reasoning processes. High WM individuals may lose some of their WM capacity 
due to worrisome, task-irrelevant thoughts. They rely on simpler, less accurate, 
associative strategies characteristic of low WM capacity. This is termed 
distraction account of failure (Beilock, 2008; DeCaro & Beilock, 201 0). 
Pressure situations may invoke a range of negative emotions that could 
impact decision-making in both the present and immediate future. There exists a 
potentially large role of emotions influencing the decision-making process. Below 
is a brief review of two different theories of emotion that may have relevance in 
poker. 
Appraisal Tendency Framework (A TF) 
Poker is a competitive domain that demands decisions under risk (Siler, 
201 0). Decision-making under risk is the process of making a decision with 
resultant positive or negative results (Lerner & Keltner, 2000). Certainty and 
control drive risk perceptions (Slavic, 1987). Themes of control and certainty of 
outcome are two central determinants of emotions when determining risk under 
the Appraisal Tendency Framework (ATF), which posits that discrete negative 
emotions differentially influence individuals' appraisals of their environment that 
then influences their decision-making via perceptions of risk (Lerner & Keltner, 
2001 ). Multiple studies, including experiments conducted by Lerner & Keltner 
(2000, 2001 ), support ATF, finding that fear and anxiety are the result of 
appraisals of uncertainty and low control , generating risk aversion (low risk/low 
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reward) with the goal of thwarting the threat (Lerner & Keltner, 2000; Lerner et 
al., 2004). Fear during a lottery risk task produced more risk aversion compared 
to anger (Kugler, Connolly, & Ordonez, 201 0), consistent with ATF's prediction 
by replicating Lerner and Keltner's findings (2001) for choices with monetary 
consequences. Anger is associated with high control and high certainty (Lerner & 
Keltner, 2000; 2001 ). Positive emotional states should lead to risk seeking 
(Druckman & McDermott, 2008). 
Appraisal Theory 
The role of emotions influencing perceptions of risk and resultant decision-
making seems to be an important component of decision-making in poker. 
Another critical emotional concept that seems to have relevance in poker is the 
role of coping with negative emotions. It would seem rational that effectively 
coping with negative emotions should facilitate optimal decision-making, while 
ineffectively coping with negative emotions should result in suboptimal decision-
making. 
Smith and Lazarus (1993) outline two separate processes when experiencing 
an emotion, which include the primary and secondary appraisal process. The 
pathways of the primary and secondary appraisal processes that produce 
emotion are defined as the core relational theme. Below is a list of some of the 
proposed emotions and their relational themes. 
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Table 1. 
Sample of Emotions and Their Relational Themes 
EMOTION RELATIONAL THEME 
Anger A demeaning offense against me and mine 
Anxiety Facing uncertain threat 
Happiness Making reasonable progress toward a goal 
Pride Enhancement of ego-identity by taking credit for 
achievement 
(Adapted from Lazarus & Cohen-Charash, 2001 ). 
The appraisal process should be viewed from the perspective of the emotion 
occurring in an environment, which is the most important idea. Lazarus (1999) 
emphasizes this perspective by identifying emotions by their relational themes, 
compared to just providing a list of successive appraisal components that 
explains how emotions are experienced. This part-whole conceptualization of 
emotion is important because emotions are often elicited in a very short period of 
time; individuals are not afforded the luxury of time to consciously experience 
each step of the appraisal process. Also, appraisals may occur after an emotion 
has been generated. This type of relationship between appraisals and emotion 
usually means that appraisals are experienced whenever an emotion is 
experienced. 
The primary appraisal process is largely an automatic, unconscious process, 
and consists of three separate appraisals (Smith & Lazarus, 1993). They include 
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goal relevance (is this situation significant?), goal congruence (how capable am I 
of overcoming this situation?), and type of ego involvement (which include the 
type of goal set, which could include morals, ego, self-esteem, well-being of self 
and others, and long-term life goals). Now, an emotion has been produced. 
The presence of an emotion activates the secondary appraisal process 
(Lazarus, 1999). The three components of the secondary appraisal process are 
accountability, coping potential, and future expectations (Smith & Lazarus, 1993). 
Accountability is defined as who is the target of the blame or credit for goal 
congruence/incongruence. Coping potential can be defined as one's capacity to 
deal with the emotional consequences. A natural method to cope is through 
action tendencies, which is a behavior used to counteract the present emotion 
(cry if sad, yell if angry) (Lazarus, 1999 ). Individuals possess the ability to block 
the expression of action tendencies and engage in a myriad of other behaviors in 
its place. These behaviors can be classified into either emotion-focused coping 
or problem-focused coping behaviors (Lazarus & Smith, 1993). Emotion-focused 
coping is a coping strategy aimed at reducing the personal stress associated with 
negative emotions, and is usually effective when the source of the issue is out of 
one's control. Problem-focused coping is a coping strategy that attempts to alter 
or eliminate the problem that is perceived to be the cause of the stress (Lazarus 
& Folkman, 1984 ). These coping strategies are usually reserved for coping with 
negative emotions (Lazarus, 1991 ). Consistently using the same coping strategy 
helps to change the meaning of the event causing the emotion, thus producing a 
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new relational theme associated with that emotion (Smith & Lazarus, 1993). 
Poker players who find themselves in situations that produce negative 
emotions may benefit from employing healthy coping strategies that could alter 
the meaning of that type of situation in the future. However, research on 
emotions in poker has yielded consistent, dismal results. 
Emotions in poker: "Tilt" 
The study of emotions in the poker arena is rather scant, but there is evidence 
which suggests that there is emotional carryover from one hand to the next in 
online poker. This is true if the emotion is the result of a "bad beat" or a string of 
smaller "bad beats" (Palomaki et al., 2012a; 2012b; 2013). A "bad beat" occurs 
when one loses a hand when the statistical probability of losing the hand was 
judged to be low (Billings et al., 2003). This type of situation may induce a state 
of emotion termed "tilt". "Tilt" denotes a deviation from a normative baseline of 
emotions, which then exerts negative effects on performance (Browne, 1989). 
Rosenthal (1995) details an ordered succession of cognitive appraisals that leads 
to overt behavior when "tilting" in gambling: (1) Denial (this is not happening), (2) 
anger (why is this happening to me?), (3) external attribution and increased 
superstitiousness, and (4) the undoing (the need to deny what just happened and 
win one's money back). Poker players may feel as though they have been 
cheated out of what is rightfully theirs (Rosenthal, 1995). In response, they may 
start to engage in suboptimal decision-making. 
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Types of Emotions 
Even though Lazarus (2000) argues for the identification of specific emotions, 
he does classify emotions into four distinct categories, three of which could have 
relevance in poker. The first category includes emotions due to losses, harms, 
and perceived threats; of which anxiety and anger are classified. The second 
category of emotions is resulting from benefits, which is defined as emotions due 
to the attainment of a goal or subjective reasonable movement toward it, such as 
happiness and pride. The fourth category contains many subcategories, two of 
which are ambiguous negative states such as frustration and disappointment, 
and pre-emotions that include interest and anticipation. 
Poker players should experience a range of emotions beyond frustration and 
anger that can impact decision-making, some of which may be encompassed 
within Lazarus' emotional categories mentioned above and within ATF. For 
example, perceptions of uncertainty and low control lead to anxiety, influencing 
decision-making through selection of an overly safe decision option (Lerner & 
Keltner, 2000; Lerner et al., 2004). Poker players may experience anxiety when 
encountering threatening situations that drive perceptions of low control, 
culminating in a fearful , safe decision. A series of studies have measured 
physiological activation during a range of gambling tasks and concluded that 
typical physiological indicators, such as heart rate, increase while gambling 
(Coventry & Constable, 1999; Coventry & Hudson, 2001; Meyer et al., 2000; 
Ladouceur et al., 2003). If the perception of the situation is positive, this 
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heightened physiological activity could manifest in interest or anticipation, two 
emotions outlined by Lazarus (2000). Anticipation of winning a horse race 
increased physiological activity and subjective excitement (Wulfert et al. , 2005; 
Wulfert et al., 2008). Perhaps the anticipation of winning a poker hand could 
impact subjective excitement as well. Lastly, winning a critical pot during a poker 
tournament can be considered subjective progress toward attainment of a goal of 
winning the tournament, thus producing pride (Lazarus, 2000). 
There has been little research on decision-making in poker, and there have 
not been any published studies that have directly attempted to further develop 
the "Other" category in the Poker OM Conceptual Scheme (St. Germain , 2009) 
by comprehensively examining the role emotions in poker. Furthermore, there 
has been little research that has examined the role of discrete emotions 
mediating the decision-making process in poker. The published research has 
focused on the well-known concept of anger and frustration, termed "tilt" . 
Examining the emotion framework proposed by Lazarus (2000) and Lerner & 
Keltner (2000) suggest that other emotions may be present in poker, and these 
other emotions could impact decision-making. This has created a need for 
research in the role of emotions influencing the decision-making process in 
poker. The problem this study will address is the role of emotions mediating the 
decision-making process in poker. 
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Research Questions 
1. What emotions are reported by intermediate poker players? 
2. What are the poker-related predictors of the reported emotions? 
3. How do the reported emotions influence decision-making? 
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CHAPTER3: METHODOLOGY 
Grounded Theory 
Grounded theory is a method of developing theory from the data collected. 
Data collection, data analysis, and theory development concurrently occur 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). This study adopted a grounded theory approach in that 
no previous hypotheses were established, and the focus was on a fit between 
collected data and emerging theory. The theory generated was not right or 
wrong, per se, but best fit the data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 
Participants 
Previous research studies using a think aloud (TA) protocol to study decision-
making has used sample sizes of four therapists (Grant, 201 0), five golfers 
(Nicholls & Polman, 2008), seven nurses (Aitken et. al, 2011 ), and seven 
volleyball players (Macquet, 2009). A vast majority of the poker playing 
population are male, so five male, intermediate-level or expert poker players 
were originally chosen for the study. Three additional participants were selected 
for the interview because the data analyzed from the five participants did not 
saturate to an acceptable level deemed by the researcher. 
Intermediate and expert poker players were defined by experience, measured 
in hours played and being a "plus" player, or through peer nomination. 
Intermediate poker players averaged 1,990 hours of experience in a previous 
study (St. Germain, 2009). In consultation with an individual quite knowledgeable 
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in poker, 1,500 hours was deemed appropriate as long as potential participants 
were "plus" players, or those who have won more than lost throughout their 
career. Participants averaged 35 years of age and averaged 3,071 hours of 
poker playing experience. 
Naturalistic Poker Play 
Five participants played poker on their regular online internet poker website , 
in their normal variation(s) of no limit texas hold 'em. Four played for "play" 
money while the other played for real money. This type of naturalistic setting 
strengthened external validity, but the need for data saturation mandated 
different lengths of time for the poker session between participants. There was 
considerable variability in the minutes played in the poker session (N = 5, M = 
129, SO= 187). One participant produced an abundance of emotional data 
relative to the other four participants, and was willing to play for an extended 
period of time. There was also inter-individual variability in the post-session 
interview minutes (N = 5, M = 21 , SO= 36), while there was less variability in the 
amount of minutes in the pre-session interview (N = 7, M = 44, SO= 26.4 ). 
Think Aloud 
Since the validity of verbalizations is highest when the presentation of the 
thought and its verbal report are simultaneous (Ericsson & Ward , 2007), 
concurrent think aloud protocol (TA) was founded as a valid measure used to 
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gain new insights into the mechanisms that mediate performance. Concurrent 
think aloud (TA) requires that participants think out loud while engaging in an 
activity; it has been used to study problem-solving, memory, and decision-making 
(Fox, Ericsson, & Best, 2011 ). 
Most research studies using TA has not explicated the protocol, other than 
instructing participants to "think aloud" and to not explain thoughts while 
engaging in an activity (Fox, Ericsson, & Best, 2011 ). The most updated 
instructions from Fox, Ericsson, & Best (2011) (Appendix A) contained multiple 
practice exercises to allow participants to become accustomed to the think aloud 
process, and took about five minutes to complete. 
Tracking Sheet 
The tracking sheet is a researcher-constructed sheet (Appendix I) that 
allowed for documentation of participants' emotional swings during poker play. 
The sheet contained the type of game played, time of the poker session , reason 
for emotional swing, and outcome of the current hand. The function of this sheet 
was to aid in examining salient, emotional periods during the poker session when 
conducting the post-session interview. 
Emotions Continuum 
Measuring emotion can be accomplished by measuring an entire range of 
emotion in a quick, efficient, fashion (dimensional approach), compared to 
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discriminating between emotional states (categorical approach) (Ekkekakis & 
Petruzzello, 2002). The goal of measuring emotions during the poker session 
was to continuously use single-item assessments of general affect. The emotions 
continuum (Appendix L) is a researcher-constructed, simple continuum that some 
participants filled out every ten minutes during the poker session. The function of 
the continuum was to remind participants to be aware of their emotional 
deviations from a neutral baseline. After collecting data from the first two 
participants, it became clear that the continuum was not helpful because 
participants were aware of their emotions during play. 
Interview Protocol 
There was a pre-session interview and a post-session interview. Some of the 
content of the initial pre-session interview script came from a pilot study, 
theoretically allowing the questions to be more insightful for the sample. The pre-
session interview script was analyzed by a committee member, highly 
knowledgeable in performance psychology, who agreed to its content. When new 
ideas or concepts emerged from an interview, the pre-session interview protocol 
(Appendix F) was amended for future interviews. The relative changes in 
concepts, hypotheses, and design reflect a maturing research design that 
reacted to the observations of the researcher. The function of the series of 
questions contained within the post-session interview (Appendix M) was to 
review each salient, emotional point during the poker session. 
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Procedure 
Recruitment 
Potential participants were contacted via e-mail (Appendix B) with the Poker 
Experience Questionnaire (PEQ; Appendix G) attached. The e-mail described 
the nature of the study, time requirements, and the head researcher's contact 
information. Potential participants e-mailed the researcher back with the PEQ 
attached . If they qualified, a second e-mail was sent (Appendix C) with an 
attachment for the informed consent form (Appendix E). Potential participants 
were instructed to read through the informed consent form. If they did not qualify, 
a second e-mail was sent (Appendix D). 
The poker session occurred in participants' normal poker-playing room. It 
started by reviewing and signing the informed consent form. Participants who 
played the poker play session were then administered a problem gambling 
screen , starting with the two-item Lie Bet Tool (Appendix J) to rule out potential 
problem gambling . If potential participants answered yes to either, or both , of the 
items, they were then administered the CAMH tool (Appendix K). If potential 
participants scored a 2 or more, they were ruled out of the study. If they passed 
the problem gambling screen, potential participants were administered a verbal 
manipulation check to ensure they did not bet more money than usual. 
Participant 1 was then given instructions for the Think Aloud (TA) protocol and 
practiced multiple TA exercises (Appendix A). He was then familiarized with the 
emotions continuum and was instructed to f ill out this form every ten minutes 
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(Appendix J). He was also instructed to alert the researcher when his emotions 
were "off' . After collecting data from the first participant, a pre-poker session 
interview was added to the protocol in order to prime participants for the poker 
session. All poker session protocols remained the same. 
A tape recorder was placed on the opposite side of the computer (the mouse 
was on the other side). A video recorder was placed over the shoulder of the 
participant in order to verify the accuracy of the think aloud data. It became 
apparent that the video recorder did not add much accuracy to the data 
collection , so it was not used after the first participant. The researcher was 
present in the room, taking notes, and was aware of controlling overt reactions to 
potential behaviors displayed by participants. 
After completion of the poker session, participants completed a short 
manipulation check (Appendix H). There was a 10 minute break, then the post-
play interview was conducted (Appendix M). Upon completion of the post-play 
interview, data collection was complete. Participants were told that they may 
have been contacted within the next month in order to verify the accuracy of the 
review data (Cho & Trent, 2006), but there was no need to do so. 
Data Analysis 
Questions: 
1. What emotions are reported by intermediate poker players? 
• Inductive analysis: 
i. "Emotional" data from the first interview, poker session, and 
post-play interview. 
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2. What are the poker-related predictors of the reported emotions? 
• "Emotional" data from the first interview, poker session, and post-
play interview. 
3. How do the reported emotions influence decision-making? 
• Various data was connected to research previously reviewed, in 
addition to other theories/frameworks that fit the data. 
Data was analyzed by means of coding , which links the data collected to the 
conceptual ideas that manifested in the core variable(s) (Richards & Morse, 
2007). An overarching philosophy during the coding process was constant 
comparison , wherein newly analyzed data was compared to old , previously 
coded data to identify potential similarities and differences. Emerging patterns 
were identified and resultant hypotheses were constructed , tested, and updated 
in order to best fit the analyzed data (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). 
There were three phases of coding, which include open, axial, and selective 
coding. Open coding is the first step of analysis wherein there is a careful 
examination of all data collected. Clustering similar codes together produces 
patterns that facilitate the discovery of new categories. During axial coding, these 
categories are modified and oftentimes re-named when compared to new cases 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Providing meaning behind the categories is a critical 
piece of axial coding. This meaning is found through a constant checking and re-
checking of previously coded data to identify new themes to help sharpen the 
growing theory. This phase is completed when the core variable emerges. The 
core variable is the one concept that accounts for the most variance within the 
data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). A core variable of coping emerged, which 
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facilitated the connection between the six emotions. 
Before moving to the third coding technique, selective coding , theoretical 
sampling occurred in order to identify potential participants whose cases may 
have conflicted with emerging concepts and hypotheses. Selective coding uses 
the core variable as a guiding framework to interpret new and old data. The goal 
during selective coding is to search for meaning behind the categories that 
connect to the core variable. This allows for construction of themes that explain 
the core variable in context. Some new information was discarded immediately 
because of the emphasis on the reflection of meaning, and not on data accuracy 
that is consistent with descriptive research (Glasser, 1998). 
Enhancing Validity 
Part of effectively interpreting interview data is to allow for sufficient time 
immediately following an interview for the researcher to reflect on the process. 
This allows for potential interpretations that could emerge which may otherwise 
be forgotten. These interpretations should be noted as emergent, field-based 
insights that can enhance the quality of data analysis (B. Fraser, personal 
communication, February 20, 2013). Reflecting on such issues as the conditions 
of the interview, whether sufficient rapport was present, how the interviewee 
reacted non-verbally to certain questions, and how well the researcher asked the 
questions was noted (Patton, 2002). 
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According to Guba and Lincoln (1989), there are seven techniques that 
enhance validity of results. Six techniques were used in this study, including 
persistent observation, peer debriefing, negative case analysis, progressive 
subjectivity, and triangulation . 
Persistent observation concerns the degree to which sufficient details and 
depth has been reached by means of the coding process outlined above. Peer 
debriefing concerns the degree to which independent, knowledgeable individuals 
have been consulted during the research process. Negative case analysis 
addresses whether refinement of hypotheses has occurred and the degree of fit 
between hypotheses and participants. Progressive subjectivity refers to the 
process of the researcher addressing prior assumptions about the subject and 
expected findings. The researcher should record knowledge on the subject 
matter in addition to what he expects to find. The researcher should then 
constantly refer back to these recorded notes when analyzing data. 
Using guidelines set forth by Patton (1990), two types of triangulation were 
employed in this study, which include data (multiple data sources) and 
investigator (multiple perspectives during the research process) triangulation. 
The multiple data sources included the pre-poker session interview, poker play 
session, and post-play interview. The multiple investigators included the 
researcher, a second coder, an individual knowledgeable in poker, and an 
individual knowledgeable in performance psychology. 
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Reliability 
The coding process previously described helped facilitate a higher level of 
intracoder reliability. A level of inter-coder reliability was reached by means of a 
second coder knowledgeable in poker and emotions who independently coded 
60% of the relevant data. The second coder provided an alternative viewpoint, as 
opposed to maintaining the objectivity of the researcher's interpretations. The two 
coders met to compare how the data was coded. Data that was coded differently 
was discussed until agreements on codes, themes, and meaning was achieved. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 
Introduction 
The purpose of this study was a general inquiry into the role of emotions 
influencing the decision-making process of intermediate poker players. 
Significant differences in decision-making between skilled and unskilled poker 
players have been established in previous research (St. Germain, 2009). 
Qualitative differences in the expression of frustration and anger in poker has 
also been found in previous research (Palomaki et al., 2013). Because the only 
known published research has focused on the role of negative emotions, namely 
anger and frustration , influencing decision-making in poker (Palomaki et al., 
2012a; 2012b; 2013), a qualitative approach was used to investigate the 
influence of multiple discrete emotions on the decision-making process. 
Data analysis 
According to grounded theory, data collection, data analysis, and theory 
development occur concomitantly (Glaser & Strauss, 1967). While this approach 
was adopted for data analysis in this study, the first two cases were analyzed 
independently in order to identify general themes of emotions that informed 
updated interview protocols for remaining cases. The interview protocol was 
amended two more times throughout data collection in order to reflect the diverse 
findings between cases. One theme that became evident was that the poker 
session revealed little emotional data due to playing for "play" (fake) money. This 
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created an artificial environment with little rewards and consequences, as all 
participants reported that making money was either first or second on their goal 
hierarchies. 
Emotions 
The emotions that were found include pride, happiness, excitement, anxiety, 
frustration, and anger. Each emotion will be reviewed separately by examining its 
four characteristics: Definition, poker-related predictors, influence on decision-
making , and coping . The presentation of each emotion will begin with a 
frequency chart outlining the salient parts of the four characteristics. 
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Pride 
Table 2. Summary of characteristics of pride 
EMOTION DESCRIPTION PREDICTORS IMPACT ON DM 
Pride (6) Sense of Patience (2) Less second-guessing 
accomplishment 
More self-trust 
Positive sense of Acting on correct Less second-guessing 
self-worth "reads" (4) 
More self-trust 
Hot streak (3) "Arrogant aggressiveness": 
1 Lack of focus on task-
relevant cues 
2 Superficial OM style 
3 Override of decision in 
favor of a more impulsive, 
overly risky decision 
Note. Numbers in parentheses indicate number of participants. 
Definition 
Six participants reported pride, which is a medium-duration, positive emotion 
marked by a feeling of accomplishment and a positive sense of self-worth. This 
feeling was immediately preceded by the participant giving himself some level of 
credit for experiencing success in a valued situation, reflecting a certain level of 
control exerted on a situation . 
It's when you 're not playing the cards and playing the people. It's when I 
feel the best about myself because I'm playing great poker ... I really like 
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to get to that level where I'm just playing. It's almost like I don't know what 
my cards are, and I'm just playing the situation ... Nothing feels better 
than artfully playing a hand because you're playing the situation and 
got others to do things that were wrong. It's that level of control . 
Exerting complete control over the situation reflected a focus on the quality of 
one's play, de-emphasizing the outcome. 
I feel prideful when I feel good about the way I played . 
This process-oriented outlook placed more control within the individual and 
less on the outcome. This allowed for the opportunity to experience pride when 
incurring losses, and even when controlling one's physical actions. 
The biggest pride I got out of the game is seeing myself control my 
adrenaline when I would bet. The speed, the amount of the bet...l think 
adrenaline, if it's not controlled, can ruin the way your game is played. 
Defining success through the process of competition/quality of one's play 
reflected a theme of a high level of personal control. Participants reported an 
internal attribution for exerting personal control over a successful situation, 
facilitating the presence of pride. However, there was some variability in the 
level of internal attribution made for experiencing pride. 
I won a poker tourney for some good money. Played kinda mediocrely, but 
didn't get punished for it. Overall I felt very proud of myself .. .. Money has 
a lot to do with it [pride]. .. . Didn't really have my "A" game. Overall , it 
was a combination of feeling a sense of accomplishment and 
winning money. 
Early in my career, if I got first place and it was $2,000, that was great. But 
later on, if I won $5,000 and it was fourth place, I'd rather win the $2,000 
and come in first then win $5,000 and come in fourth. I like to win, I like to 
come in first. Winning less but coming in first meant more .. .. you really 
wouldn't be prideful until you won something. 
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Experiencing a positive sense of self-worth due to success in a valued 
situation was the critical feature of pride. Participants defined success through 
exerting personal control over the competitive situation . However, there was 
some variability in the level of personal control exerted on a competitive situation; 
some evidence existed that a combination of the quality of one's play and the 
outcome led to pride. 
Poker-related predictors 
Poker-related predictors were defined as variables that directly led to the 
presence of an emotion, as reported by participants in the interviews. Six 
participants reported a feeling of pride due to the presence of three predictors: 
Exhibiting patience, acting on correct "reads", and experiencing a hot streak of 
cards . Each predictor will be reviewed separately. 
Patience 
Two participants reported that patience was a poker-related predictor of pride. 
Patience can be defined as continually waiting for advantageous situations in 
which to play. Playing for "play" (fake) money was a major issue in the poker play 
session because the lack of money limited participants' emotional expression. 
However, poorly skilled players tend to play in lower stakes (money) games, and 
players who are fairly new or poorly skilled usually play for "play" money. One 
participant encountered poorly skilled players during the poker session who were 
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continually engaging in overly aggressive, "all-in" plays. This type of play actually 
tested this participant's patience. He was able to respond fairly well during the 
poker session by the same participant: 
It gets a little boring doing this (folding), but it does help you to be patient. 
In a turbo tournament, your chip stack can grow exponentially, so I'm in 
no hurry. 
He bet out $250. I'm actually gonna fold . There's a lot out there. I've been 
able to manage my short stack [low amount of chips], no problem check-
folding top pair. 
The only thing I don't like is it slows it down. I'm not going to be playing 
every hand when I was heads up. Gonna force me to be patient. 
These reported thoughts above were substantiated by a reported thought 
during the pre-session interview: 
It [his most recent poker session] was a very positive experience because 
I was a disciplined player, and I literally waited. I did nothing the first 45 
minutes at all, and I gave off the impression that I was a very tight 
player .. .. I got people to fold when I didn't have anything because I 
had a certain image ... . I was extremely happy with my level of control 
and how I was playing the game. The best emotions I have when I'm 
playing poker is when I'm not playing my cards and I'm playing the 
situation. 
Participants sometimes referred to a specific emotional state, but their 
description of the emotion fit better with another emotion. The above quotation is 
an example, as the participant referred to feeling "extremely happy" when folding 
his hand, but an internal attribution made for exerting personal control over the 
competitive situation is connected to pride. 
The principal reason this participant felt prideful when displaying patience was 
because he is not a patient person outside of poker. 
In general I'm not a patient person; I'm a lot more patient in cards, and I'm 
a lot more emotional outside of cards. 
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He recognized a need to develop patience by continued, deliberate practice of 
patience while playing poker due to a refined goal focus. 
Last summer I was playing the daily tournaments in AC [Atlantic City], a 
few a day, and that really just taught me to be patient because my goal 
that summer was to make money. I knew you needed to be patient 
before that, but I didn't understand what it meant. 
The last phrase in the above quotation was explained in more detail below: 
In those daily tournaments you can get a short stack [low amount of chips] 
pretty quick because it's designed to last only about five hours. So that's 
how I developed patience. 
The second participant reported playing mid-level tournaments for an 
extended period of time, then began playing high-level tournaments and cash 
game sessions quickly, in part, because of displaying patience. 
I learned they [high-level players] are pretty aggressive. If you sit back and 
you wait, or be a little more cautious, based on your starting hand and 
position, I feel like they're gonna eat you up a little bit. They'll just pick on 
you here and there, and before you know it, you lost a pretty significant 
amount of your stack after a few rounds .. .. So I learned that I had to pick 
my spots and play those players aggressively because they're going to 
do that to me. 
Both participants reported that they needed to be patient by selectively 
choosing which hands to play. A difference between them was how aggressively 
they played once they decided to play the hands: The second participant 
reported being more aggressive because the quality of the opponent play was 
against expert-level players. 
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Acting on correct "reads" 
A "read" in poker refers to an educated guess about the strength of an 
opponent's hand. This "read" should be the result of evaluating "tells", which are 
non-verbal behaviors and betting habits that one can identify in an opponent. 
Poker players who have "reads" on opponents can reasonably predict the types 
of poker hands opponents hold . More accurate "tells" that a poker player has on 
an opponent leads to a more valid "read" against that opponent. For example, 
player A thinks that his opponent is bluffing ("read") because his opponent is 
breathing heavily and is talking fast (two "tells"). He calls the bluff, even though 
there was a large amount of money in the pot. 
Four participants reported pride when following through on their "reads". 
Consider the following quotations: 
One thing is making the correct call and folding a big pot. One thing 
that I think I've gotten a lot better in is I'm able to fold big hands. For 
example, pocket aces. I have the ability to actually fold those. Before 
(earlier in his career), it was like, 'I'm going all-in no matter what .. . I have 
the ability to fold big hands and never had the ability to do that before . .. so 
that makes you feel pretty good. 
When you make a good lay-down [a good fold], you're prideful of your 
ability to play poker. 
Three participants reported that beating more skilled opponents mediated the 
intensity of pride if they acted on correct "reads" that led to a win. 
There were tournaments a few years ago where I was at a table full of 
high buy-in regulars that had big results. Being able to hold my own 
against them was, you know ... certain hands in those tournaments where I 
may have won and thought good about my game and good about 
myself. 
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A consistent theme between the quotations above, and the discussion on 
patience, is control. Participants experienced pride because they exerted 
personal control over the competitive situation by exhibiting patience and/or 
following through on their "reads". 
Hot streak of cards 
The last poker-related predictor that led to pride was a hot streak of cards, 
which was defined as being dealt high-quality poker hands at a much higher rate 
than usual within a short period of time (minutes, hours, or an entire poker 
session). This situation usually leads to a much higher percentage of wins , 
provided the poker player makes good decisions. 
Three participants reported that experiencing a hot streak of cards led to 
pride. This feeling of pride carried a negative connotation that will be explored in 
the next sub-section. Consider the following quotations from the pre-session 
interviews: 
... especially if I'm on a hot streak and I think I'm unstoppable. 
When I was on a winning streak, my confidence was too high. 
There was a positive and a negative connotation connected to pride. The 
poker-related predictors of exhibiting patience and acting on correct "reads" 
influenced pride that carried a positive connotation . Conversely, a hot streak of 
cards was reported to carry a negative connotation due to an overly-high level of 
confidence. 
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Patience 
High personal control 
Acting on correct "reads"/ ~Pride 
Hot streak of cards ----~ Low personal control I 
Figure 1. Predictors of pride 
Influence on DM 
There was evidence of pride facilitating and impeding optimal decision-
making. The two poker-related predictors of patience and acting on correct 
"reads" facilitated optimal decision-making, while the poker-related predictor of a 
hot streak of cards facilitated suboptimal decision-making. 
Patience 
Two participants reported that educating themselves on poker contributed to 
effective decision-making. This led to more patience while playing poker, 
increasing their confidence in that poker session and beyond . 
I feel for benefiting me for that session and down the road, nothing 
feels better than artfully playing a hand ... I always feel in control when I'm 
raising and someone else is calling. 
The main benefit of pride on decision-making was a certain level of enhanced 
confidence, knowing that the types of decisions being made were contributing to 
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consistent success. Consider a thought during the poker session reported by the 
same participant: 
I do think I have [opponent] very confused, which I like. Makes me feel 
confident, feel in control. 
The other participant exhibited an ability to adapt fairly quickly to playing in 
high-level cash games and tournaments because of an ability to be patient and 
wait for advantageous situations. This allowed for him to experience pride and a 
subsequent enhanced level of confidence because of exerting personal 
control over his opponents. 
I felt like the way I was playing [in the high stakes games] , I was having 
success and I was confident. I didn't have to second-guess as much. 
When I win a big hand [against a good opponent] when I play well , then I'd 
be more prone to carry that emotion over to more aggressive 
play ... [because] I feel like I have control. 
This feeling of pride also led to a certain level of self-trust that manifested in 
less-second guessing of decisions, shifting the focus of success from the 
outcome of a hand to an evaluation of play, knowing that his skills would net a 
profit in the long-term. 
You want to get to that emotional state where even if you 're not winning a 
hand, even if you're not getting the chips you want, you still play the 
same way you're playing when you 're confident and everything is 
going well. 
Both participants reported feeling prideful of their ability to exhibit patience, 
which allowed them to feel in control of their opponents. This led to an enhanced 
level of confidence that had a short-term (that poker session) and long-term (over 
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multiple poker sessions) impact on decision-making due to an enhanced level of 
self-trust and less second-guessing of decisions. 
Acting on correct "reads" 
Four participants reported pride due to acting on correct "reads" which , 
consistent with patience, opened the opportunity for feeling prideful in the midst 
of a loss. Two of the four participants reported increased confidence that 
contributed to less-second guessing in future hands for that tournament/cash 
game session, but not beyond: 
.. . it [confidence] definitely did carry over for a couple of hours and I 
didn't second-guess myself .. . just went with my gut. ... Sometimes I'll sit 
there and over-think hands. You know, a lot of times l'lllook back and say 
'I should 've went with what I originally thought instead of over-thinking 
situations.' So it helps you not overanalyzing, and make a bad move 
by almost thinking too much. And almost giving people too much credit 
for their intelligence. 
Participants credited themselves for acting on correct "reads". This led to 
pride that facilitated an enhanced level of confidence that manifested in less-
second guessing and more of a trust in one's decisions, which is consistent 
with the predictor of patience. This then contributed to a larger profit margin 
through limiting monetary losses in losing hands and maximizing value in winning 
hands. 
Poor opponent ability and a hot streak of cards 
Poor opponent ability was not a predictor of pride. There was, however, an 
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indirect connection between poor opponent ability and pride through first 
examining the role of increasing one's knowledge in poker. 
Two participants reported suboptimal decision-making due to poor opponent 
ability. Consider the following quotation: 
If I'm in a situation where I feel like I have inferior opponents, I'll 
definitely have a lot more confidence. Maybe too much. 
Gaining more domain-specific knowledge allowed two participants to more 
fully understand the various elements that contribute to optimal decision-making. 
This type of mindset can lead to a high level of respect for poker players who 
show a greater understanding of the game. 
So, just having more knowledge makes me respect certain people's 
moves. 
Conversely, acquiring more domain-specific knowledge may have led to a 
level of disrespect for poorly skilled opponents for two participants, who both 
reported an outcome-oriented approach in defining success, leading to a 
conscious, superficial decision-making style characteristic of "Arrogant 
aggressiveness", which is defined as a lack of focus on task-relevant cues, 
superficial decision-making style, or an override of a decision in favor of a more 
impulsive, overly risky decision . 
. . . say a boxer or something who, he's so over-confident going into a 
fight and he doesn't train as hard; he cuts corners, he doesn't think he 
has to do that. It's the same thing in poker. You cut corners analyzing 
going, 'I got this clown.' 
This same participant reported a thought during the poker session that 
substantiates the reported thought above. 
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The guy I thought was too aggressive had an interesting hand (he just lost 
a poker hand against this opponent), maybe a little better than I first 
perceived him to be. 
The contribution of pride to suboptimal decision-making was connected to a 
lack of focus on task-relevant cues and a superficial decision-making style 
due to an underestimation of opponent ability. Participants essentially reduced 
their level of attention to task-relevant cues when making decisions, which is 
a similar theme found with the poker-related predictor of a hot streak of 
cards. 
Another impact on suboptimal decision-making was when participants may 
have had a high level of focus when making decisions, but they overrode their 
optimal decision due to a level of confidence that was too high due to a hot 
streak of cards . 
I've seen times where you have a run [hot streak] and [are] winning hands, 
and it kinda switches to .. . maybe you make a raise with nothing to try 
and get a person off a hand, and you're doing things you know you 
shouldn't do. 
I might do a play that I just think will work because I assume I'm 
superior to the person , and get caught off guard a little bit. . ... Actually 
happens in tournaments when I have a lot of chips. When you 're playing in 
a tourney and you're a chip leader, and you look around, and [an 
opponent] only has 10% of my stack ... what's 10% of my stack? 
Poor opponent ability and the predictor of a hot streak of cards contributed to 
pride that carried a negative connotation because of the presence of "Arrogant 
confidence", leading to a suboptimal decision-making style the researcher termed 
"Arrogant aggressiveness" . This is due to the presence of pride while "Mindless 
aggressiveness" is due to the presence of frustration and anger. Critical 
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differences between "Arrogant aggressiveness" and "Mindless aggressiveness" 
will be presented in the next chapter. 
Patience~ 
High personal control Less second-guessing 
Acting on correct "reads",)" V 
Pr~ "Arrogant confidence" 
Hot streak of cards Low personal control/ l 
"Arrogant aggressiveness" 
Figure 2. Impact of pride on decision-making 
Coping with pride 
There was no evidence of coping with pride that carried a positive 
connotation, but two participants reported that they coped with the negative 
impact of "Arrogant aggressiveness". Participants reported a relative ease and 
little practice needed to cope, suggesting that the intensity of this emotional state 
was fairly low. The different strategies are highlighted in the table below. 
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Table 3. 
Summary of coping with pride 
Responses for terminating "Arrogant confidence" 
Emotion (INT) EFF Typical response (participant #) 
AC (MI) High "Plenty of times I've been too reckless because of 
over-confidence .. . 'Stop, stop doing this. Don't 
overdo it.' I have a lot of internal conversations while 
I'm playing." (3) 
All of a sudden he surprises you and you 're like, 
'I should go back to my due diligence and taking 
my time analyzing again ." (4) 
"You go on a winning streak ... you start having that 
level of confidence, too much .. . l was quickly aware 
of the reckless decisions and I had the ability to 
reel it back in quickly." (8) 
Type 
P-INT 
P-INT 
P-INT 
Note. INT =Intensity; EFF =Effectiveness; AC =Arrogant confidence; Ml = 
Minor intensity; P-INT= Pre-session interview 
Three participants reported that "Arrogant confidence" was terminated once a 
loss that was the result of "Arrogant aggressiveness" was endured. These 
participants reported a re-evaluation of loose play with a resultant quick return to 
a normal decision-making style. 
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Return to normal play 
I 
Problem-focufed coping 
"Arrogant aggressiveness" 
I 
"Arrogant confidence" 
I 
Pride 
I 
A high sense of self-worth in comparison to others 
/ \ 
Outcome-oriented approach Hot streak of cards 
Figure 3. Progression of coping with pride. 
Participants reported that they directly addressed the problem, which is the 
defining feature of a problem-focused coping style (Lazarus, 1993 ). The problem 
was the "Arrogant aggressiveness", and the solution was engaging in self-talk 
that held no true personal meaning. 
Stop, stop doing this. Don't overdo it. 
The combination of this generic style of self-talk and ease of successfully 
implementing it with very little practice was consistent across the three 
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participants, suggesting that perhaps the intensity of the emotional state itself 
may more dictate success in coping with "Arrogant aggressiveness". Also , there 
was no reporting of enhanced physiological activity during "Arrogant confidence", 
further suggesting that this seems to be a low-intense state. 
The theme across all participants in this section is that there was no personal 
meaning behind their self-talk, and little practice was needed for them to 
successfully cope. Coping behaviors in other sections were not as effective, and 
still other coping behaviors in other sections needed much more time and 
practice before they were successful. The critical difference between coping in 
this section and other sections may be the intensity of the emotion: "Arrogant 
confidence" seemed to be a low-intense emotional state that could directly 
impact the effectiveness of coping. 
Happiness 
Table 4. Summary of characteristics of happiness 
EMOTION DESCRIPTION PREDICTORS IMPACT ON DM 
Happiness (6) Enjoyment in Competition (4) Normal OM 
activity 
Inherent level of Social table (3) Normal OM 
satisfaction 
.. Note. Numbers 1n parentheses 1nd1cate number of part1c1pants. 
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Definition 
Six participants reported a feeling of happiness, which is a positive emotional 
state highlighted by an enjoyment in the present activity that is not connected to 
receiving external rewards. There was an inherent level of satisfaction connected 
to happiness marked by a complete submersion in the present activity that 
extended for hours, indicating a long-duration emotional state. Participants 
reported a lack of physiological activity, indicating that happiness is a low-intense 
emotional state. 
I won't play [poker] unless it's enjoyable for me. 
I like to play poker because it's fun and I like to win money .. . my #1 goal 
would be to have fun over winning money. 
Enjoying aspects of the activity allowed for participants to achieve a certain 
level of absorption in the activity that is not motivated by external rewards , most 
notably money. 
That's one of the more fun things about playing poker, even for "play" 
[fake] money. Just how people play. I have a play money application on 
my phone. 
Consider a sampling of reported thoughts during the poker session from 
another participant: 
There's a guy sitting in the table named Buckboy, wish one of my friends 
were here [laughs]. 
.. . some guy shoved, wow, the guy shoved and the other guy had the nuts 
[best hand possible] [laughs]. 
Pair of queens, this one I'm raising to 120, blinds [forced bets pre-flop 
from two players] 15-30. We'll see who wants to play the guitar [making a 
joke; looks at me and smiles]. 
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Happiness was reported to be a relatively chronic emotional state that was 
connected with enjoying the activity. Participants reported feelings of frustration 
(which is covered below) due to factors that blocked one's ability to experience 
happiness. 
Poker-related predictors 
Six participants reported happiness due to two reported predictors, which 
include enjoyment of competition and playing at a social table. Each predictor is 
reviewed below. 
Enjoyment of competition 
Four participants reported that a part of enjoying poker was connected to the 
act of competing against opponents. Poker is unique compared to many 
competitive domains in that there is an absence of physical skills . In fact, an 
absence of physical movements is considered optimal because non-verbal 
behavior can give opponents information as to the strength of one's poker hand 
(Caro, 2003). This relegates the necessary poker skills to be cognitive. 
Success in poker is connected to one's ability to outthink an opponent. This 
element of playing "mind games" is an attractive option for four participants. 
I play the game because it's something I do enjoy because of the [mental] 
battle, if you will. 
One of these participants reported a series of thoughts during the poker 
session: 
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.. . this guy is kinda fun to play against, so I'm gonna raise to see how 
he plays. 
See in the next 20 minutes or so and take the chip lead, that'll be a fun 
little challenge to try. 
I hope he [opponent] wins just so I can play him heads up again . We only 
played the one hand, but it was fun. 
But I mean, this is kinda fun cause I'm trying to figure out how to win 
this session . I want him to think I'm a very tight player. 
This participant also reported the following thought during the pre-session 
interview: 
So much of the fun is there's mind games behind playing 
poker ... . Poker isn't like other [gambling] games. You're competing 
against other people. 
This theme of competitiveness, or engaging in competition with others, was 
reported by two other participants during the pre-session interview: 
The more you play with someone, I think you just, naturally, just kinda 
evolves into you wanting to beat them more often than they beat you. 
Participants reported that poker is a domain that allows for engagement of 
competition with others; this is an attractive piece to poker that produces a state 
of happiness that extends for hours. 
Social table 
A table refers to the group of individuals who are playing at the same poker 
table. A social table was defined as playing at a live poker table where most 
opponents were socially engaged and in a positive mood. Three participants 
reported that a social table led to happiness. 
When I go to a casino, I look for a table where people are jovial and 
having fun. 
56 
I like to talk to people and have a fun conversation with people I like 
and could hang out with. 
One participant reported some happiness-related thoughts during the poker 
session at a table in which he perceived as social: 
5 of us left, I'm in the money (claps and smiles) 
He's got 5's and I hit a straight on the flop. That's sexy, that is sexy, hello! 
[smiling]. 
He also made quite a few jokes that he reported was part of his normal game. 
Consider the following reported thoughts: 
Apparently I'm good enough to make the November Nine, actually this is 
the July Nine. It's a version of the November Nine [reference to the World 
Series of Poker], but different. 
Obviously they're gonna let me win this, since I don't frequently visit this 
site, but since I'm a dominant player ... 
You gonna pick up on the overtones of how awesome I am? 
The only reported mediator of the order of five participants' two goals, which 
are to have fun and to win money, was the social context of the poker game; 
having fun superseded winning money when participants were playing at a poker 
table amongst friends. Three participants reported that the social context (e.g. , 
the casino) that shifted the goal hierarchy to winning money over having fun still 
required a social table. 
The reason I started playing is because I was hanging out with my friends, 
playing, and having a couple of beers .... What makes the game fun is the 
socialization at the table .... When I go play at a casino I like talking to 
others and getting to know them .. .. It's interesting to learn about other 
people .. .. It keeps you entertained so you're not just sitting at home and 
bored . 
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Participants reported that, while happiness is a chronic emotional state, it is 
not necessarily a continuous emotional state. Participants reported that 
happiness would subside when situational factors influenced the presence of 
other emotions. This concept is reviewed in more detail below. 
Influence on DM 
There was not a reported benefit of happiness on decision-making, but there 
was an indirect benefit in that experiencing happiness is part of what defines 
"normal", allowing for the presence of optimal decision-making. Suboptimal 
decision-making occurred when the poker-related predictor of a social table was 
blocked. 
Social table 
Three participants reported that playing poker at a social table was a poker-
related predictor of happiness. These participants reported that they enjoy 
themselves when playing at a social table, even if their primary goal is to make 
money. Encountering a casino table that is insufficiently social contributed to 
frustration that impeded optimal decision-making. Herein lies the impact of 
experiencing happiness for these three participants: An unsocial table blocks the 
expression of happiness, contributing to frustration, leading to suboptimal 
decision-making. 
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.. . there's nothing worse at a casino where everybody at the table is 
straight-faced, not not having a good time, but they're all trying to make 
money and that's the ultimate goal. 
... it's an appearance. Two things I can't stand is people who wear sunglasses 
[and have a hat and music on earphones] ... really, you have to hide your 
eyes? ... especially when that person wins, because their self-satisfaction 
bothers me. 
The influence of frustration on decision-making will be reviewed later in this 
section when covering frustration. 
There was an indirect benefit of happiness on optimal decision-making 
because happiness is a low-intense, positive emotional state that participants 
connected to feeling normal. Conversely, frustration presented when most of the 
opponents at the poker table were deemed unsocial, leading to suboptimal 
decision-making. 
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Excitement 
Table 5. Summary of characteristics of excitement 
EMOTION DESCRIPTION PREDICTORS IMPACT ON DM 
Excitement Enthusiasm Pre-session Override 
positive emotion (1) 
"Tells" 
Big win (2) Lack of focus on 
task-relevant 
cues (TRC) 
"Catching" (5) "Tells" 
Superficial OM 
Lack of focus on 
TRC 
Verbose opponent Override 
(1) 
Note. Numbers in parentheses indicate number of participants. 
Definition 
Five participants reported that excitement was a short-duration, positive 
emotion highlighted by a feeling of intense enthusiasm. While traditional 
determinants of physiological activity, such as increased heart rate , sweat 
response, and muscle tension were not explicitly reported, terms that were 
representative of these physiological markers were reported. These terms 
included "adrenaline", "awesome feeling", "amped up", indicating that excitement 
is a high-intense physiological state. 
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Sometimes my adrenaline would sometimes get the best of me. 
You get too amped up. 
There were behavioral responses that were representative of increased 
physiological activity as well. 
He mucked it, thata boy! [He won; big couple of claps; next hand is 
dealt] Back up to top stack! 
Excitement was connected to enthusiasm, mostly for a positive situation that 
had just occurred or due to anticipation of a positive outcome in the near future. 
Both of these situations were explicitly connected to winning money that resulted 
in a short-duration emotional state. Thus, pride and excitement are 
differentiated by the timing and cause of the positive outcome, and its 
duration. 
There was some overlap with pride and excitement with respect to the timing 
and cause. There was an absence of acknowledging the role of control in 
excitement. Conversely, excitement was mostly connected to anticipating a 
positive outcome and to an enthusiasm for a positive outcome that had just 
happened, while pride was connected solely to a positive outcome that had 
just occurred. 
The duration of the emotional experience was the other principal factor that 
differentiated pride from excitement. Pride mostly lasted for an extended 
period of time, lasting from a couple of hours to multiple poker sessions. 
Excitement mostly lasted for about one minute, with one exception: One 
participant reported that excitement lasted for about 10-15 minutes. 
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Poker-related predictors 
There were four poker-related predictors of excitement. They included pre-
poker session positive emotion, a big win, "catching" during a poker hand, and 
playing against a verbose opponent. 
Pre-poker session positive emotion 
One participant reported that excitement presented at the beginning of a 
poker session that lasted for about 10-15 minutes. He reported that he would be 
in a positive emotional state due to outside factors before beginning to play 
poker. This pre-session positive emotion, coupled with enjoying the poker 
session because of the socialization and the "mind game" factor characteristic of 
happiness, influenced the presence of excitement. 
[For example] I've noticed that when I'm coaching basketball over the 
winter. I walk in to play, after we've won, and I'm happy I'm there with my 
friends and I feel too good when I sit down at the table .... I'm so 
excited to be hanging out. 
This was one of the rare instances where a participant reported an explicit 
connection between two emotional states that occur almost simultaneously. Just 
as rare of an instance is that this predictor was the only one that extended over 
time. 
Big win 
Two participants reported that a big win during a poker tournament led to 
excitement. Consider the following quotation from the poker session: 
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... gonna check again to see if he'll bet again. He didn't; an ace came up, 
which makes this perfect. The only hand that can beat me is jack-queen. 
I'm going to check, hopefully he tries to take down the hand. That's my 
boy, he raised all-in ... he mucked it, thata boy! [He won; big couple of 
claps; next hand is dealt] Back up to top stack! 
This participant showed outward signs of excitement because of this win 
(clapping, speaking in an elevated tone, smiling, shifting around in his seat) . 
Also, he reported that he felt good about the previous hand because of the way 
he played it. This reflects a theme of quality of one's play, which is connected to 
pride. This is another instance where two emotions presented nearly together, as 
he experienced pride due to playing it well, leading to high levels of physiological 
activity indicative of excitement. Also, this participant reported that happiness 
was a necessary condition for playing poker, and he reported having fun during 
the poker session. Thus, the presence of excitement could have been due to the 
ongoing presence of happiness and pride due to playing a hand well. Consistent 
with excitement, he reported that this emotional state dissipated within one 
minute. 
"Catching" during a hand 
'Catching" can be defined as anticipating a win due to improving one's hand 
when one community card is flipped face-up. For example, player A has a pair of 
aces after the "turn" (the fourth community card). The last community card, called 
the "river", is flipped up, and it's an ace. Player A has "caught" another ace, 
improving his hand to three of a kind. 
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Five participants reported that "catching" influenced excitement that lasted for 
a short period of time (specific to one hand). Consider the following quotations: 
You know you're gonna win (during the hand), and that's a pretty 
awesome feeling. 
There are hands where you catch that royal flush, or something really 
huge .. . you get excited. 
Verbose opponent 
One participant reported that he enjoys opponents who engage in "talking 
trash" with him. 
I just enjoy, kinda do enjoy that. That banter back and forth. 
This participant acknowledged that he is a social , emotional poker player. He 
seems to identify with opponents who display the same types of social behaviors, 
which incites feelings of excitement at the poker table . 
.. . when they're [opponents] cocky in general .. . they just talk more .. .. That 
can sometimes be annoying to play against, but I have fun (with 
them) ... . And they're more fun to beat than someone that's just sitting in a 
chair with their hood on. 
The reported predictors of excitement presented at various points before and 
during the poker session . The two poker-related predictors of a big win and 
"catching" during a hand, which were reported by all five participants, suggest 
that excitement is a high-intense, acute emotional state due to an immediate 
environmental predictor. Secondarily, one participant reported the poker-related 
predictor of a pre-session positive emotion and another participant reported the 
poker-related predictor of a verbose opponent, the former of which impacted the 
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presence of excitement for about 10-15 minutes. Thus, the predictors of 
excitement were reported as a high-intense, relatively short duration emotion . 
Influence on OM 
Pre-session positive emotion 
One participant reported that beginning some poker sessions in a positive 
emotional state, paired with playing poker with friends and his enjoyment of 
engaging in "mind games", led to excitement that lasted for about 10-15 minutes. 
As a result, he engaged in impulsive decision-making and began to play 
outside of his normal poker playing style: 
[For example] I've noticed that when I'm coaching basketball over the 
winter. I walk in to play, after we've won, and I'm happy I'm there with my 
friends and I feel too good when I sit down at the table. One of the biggest 
problems I've had in my poker playing is losing early on if I'm not in that 
mode of being patient for a while. I'm so excited to be hanging out. 
This type of suboptimal decision-making style is marked by a clear, conscious 
thought process which produces optimal decisions that is ignored in favor of 
impulsive decisions. In addition to playing too many questionable hands, a 
second reported negative outcome was a communication of "tells", which 
can be defined as non-verbal behavior that belie the strength of one's hand. He 
reported that he sometimes smiles when looking at strong card holdings, and/or 
when catching a hand on the flop, turn, or river. Communicating "tells" can 
indirectly contribute to suboptimal decision-making by making it easier for 
opponents to narrow down one's possible card holdings and make resultant 
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correct decisions. Continually being outplayed by opponents who are picking up 
on "tells" could contribute to a host of negative emotional states that could further 
influence suboptimal decision-making. 
Impulsive OM 
PS and friendly competition -----J>Excitement < ~ NE 
"Tells"~ 
Figure 4. Impact of excitement on decision-making 
Note. PS =Pre-poker session positive emotion; OM= Decision-making; NE = 
Potential presence of negative emotions 
Big win 
Two participants reported that a big win led to excitement that distracted them 
from focusing attention on the next hand. Consider the following quotation from 
the poker session: 
... gonna check again to see if he'll bet again. He didn't; an ace came up, 
which makes this perfect. The only hand that can beat me is j-q. I'm going 
to check, hopefully he tries to take down the hand. That's my boy, he 
raised all-in ... he mucked it, thata boy! [next hand is dealt] Back up to top 
stack! He went from top dog to nothing. Uhh, fold. For a split second I let 
that last win affect my play because I didn't know what the hell was 
going on, [of] course this goes a lot faster than what I'm used to. 
This participant typically plays poker in a live setting. The poker session was 
played online, which is much faster in dealing out the next hand compared to the 
live setting. Some of the distractive impact of excitement was due to the faster 
speed of the poker game compared to what the participant was typically 
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accustomed to. However, he did not show this type of distraction at any other 
point in the poker session, suggesting that this big win incited feelings of 
excitement that temporarily distracted him from focusing on the next hand. This 
notion was substantiated in the post-session interview: 
I definitely got caught up in the moment of the last hand because I played 
it well, and after having played it well I took some significant steps that 
propelled me to finishing second. Sometimes you relive quickly what 
just happened. 
The quotation above illustrates that suboptimal decision-making due to a big 
monetary win is characterized by a focus on the positive aspects of what had just 
occurred, drawing a good amount of conscious attention away from 
thinking about task-relevant information that will help inform future decisions. 
"Catching" during a hand 
Five participants reported that "catching" during a poker hand negatively 
impacted decision-making by influencing the presence of "tells" . 
... bet too quickly, bet too much. You know you're gonna win, and 
that's a pretty awesome feeling .. . it can impact your style of play. 
I think sometimes my adrenaline would sometimes get the best of 
me .. . you wouldn 't play as smoothly as you want .. . with the speed of the 
bet. 
Two participants reported that they still won a good amount of these types of 
hands, but that they could have won more chips (in a tournament) or money (in a 
cash game) if they could have better regulated the cognitive impact of excitement 
highlighted by a superficial decision-making style: 
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. .. the adrenaline would cloud the math you'd do in your head .. .. I think 
early on [in his career], I think I missed a lot of opportunities because of 
how I played it, my adrenaline. 
There are hands where you have that royal flush, or something really 
huge, but it may not be in the sense of not noticing where you can lose the 
hand, but it can be applied by missing things that can maximize your 
results of having the best hand. If you're gonna miss things , you can't 
get max value. 
Participants reported that the negative impact of excitement on decision-
making was characterized by an inability to draw a good level of conscious 
attention to the decisional process. Instead, participants drew conscious 
attention to the impact of the anticipated win and could not explicate more 
beyond that. 
"Tells" "Catching"--~ Excitement ~Superficial OM/poor computational ability 
Lack of focus on task-relevant cues 
Figure 5. Negative impact of excitement on decision-making 
Verbose opponent 
One participant reported that excitement occurred when he encounters an 
opponent who engages in "talking trash" with him . 
I just enjoy that banter back and forth . 
This can lead to suboptimal decision-making because these types of 
opponents are even more expressive when incurring a loss against him. 
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If they're obviously fun to beat, meaning they show emotion, or rant or 
rave, or whatever, that's always a lot more fun to beat someone like 
that as opposed to someone that seems fairly indifferent. 
This participant reported suboptimal decision-making through impulsive 
betting . He reported a conscious awareness of what decision should be 
made, but there was an override of that optimal decision option and a 
conscious awareness of a suboptimal decision made. 
With the trash talker, you wanna get in the action more than if you 
probably even know you shouldn't, but it's tough to reel it in and 
play the way you should play, according to statistics, odds, all that. 
You want to be in the hand (against verbose opponents], so you may 
justify a situation and be a little more aggressive where if you take the 
player out of it. .. . If you make your read on what's going on, you might 
not have gone down that road. 
There was evidence that excitement exclusively impeded optimal decision-
making. This relatively short duration, high-intense emotion negatively influenced 
decision-making by: (1) Inducing impulsive betting due to pre-session positive 
emotion and playing against a verbose opponent, (2) distracting oneself by 
drawing focus to what had just happened because of a big monetary win , and (3) 
distracting participants by thinking about an anticipated win and influencing the 
presence of "tells" when "catch ing" during a hand. Excitement also influenced 
increased physiological activity that facilitated the presence of "tells", which can 
consistently make it easier for opponents to make decisions against participants, 
thus indirectly influencing the potential presence of negative emotions. 
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Coping 
Five participants reported that excitement was a positive emotion that 
contributed to suboptimal decision-making. The manner in which these 
participants coped with the negative influence of excitement is highlighted in 
table 6. 
Table 6. 
Summary of coping with excitement 
Responses for terminating excitement. 
Emotion (INT) 
Excitement (High) 
EFF Typical response (participant #) 
High "For a split second I let that last win affect my play 
because I didn't know what the hell was going on ... 
"You have to remind yourself of your goals and 
re-focus. " (2) 
Type 
SESS 
MOD " ... after I win a hand is to literally fold the next few P-INT 
hands. It could 've been great hands to play, but I'm 
not in the right frame of mind to play it right now." (3) 
MOD "Experiencing those situations kinda numbs you to it." P-INT 
(6) 
MOD "The speed, amount of the bet. Sometimes the P-INT 
adrenaline would cloud the math in your head ... 
Early on, I missed a lot of opportunities because of 
how I played it. Then as time and experience went 
on , my skills got better, and I learned how to manage 
that emotion better." (7) 
Note. INT =Intensity; EFF =Effectiveness; MOD= Moderate; SESS =Poker 
session; P-INT= Pre-session interview. 
The one coping behavior that was deemed effective was highlighted in the 
first quotation. This participant learned to effectively apply a cognitive strategy 
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that expedited the elimination of excitement; however, the success of this coping 
strategy had less to do with the actual coping behavior and more to do with the 
disposition of the participant, who reported that he has a mentality reflective 
"Murphy's Law": 
I'm a Murphy's Law kind of poker player. I just assume the worst is 
going to happen ... sports fan, poker player, [everything]. I'm a Murphy's 
Law kind of guy. I just assume the worst is going to happen. 
This pervasively gloomy mindset seems to make coping with negative 
emotions easier; he reported that negative emotional states within poker 
dissipate rather quickly because of this mentality. 
Being a Murphy's Law-type player, you understand these things [bad 
beat] are going to happen. Fortunately for myself, I move on and gotta do 
the best I can do. 
Another participant reported that winning a big hand (which happens a couple 
times throughout a poker session) led to excitement that impedes the decision-
making process for a short period of time. Continual exposure to these types of 
situations led to an acceptance that his decision-making process is compromised 
for the immediate future. He folds the next few hands to allow time for the 
excitement to subside. However, he admitted that the hands that are 
automatically folded may be optimal cards with which to win , and that he may be 
missing task-relevant cues during these hands to be used against opponents at a 
later point in time. These two shortcomings rendered this type of coping strategy 
moderately effective. 
The participants who reported the third and fourth quotations in the chart 
employed a more passive approach to coping with excitement; continually 
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experiencing the same situation led to a de-sensitization to the negative impact 
of excitement over time. What is unclear is whether the continual exposure itself 
led to better coping, or if it was due to personality and/or other mitigating factors. 
Perhaps a high level of emotional intelligence coupled with continual exposure is 
a condition for this type of passive coping style. 
The last quotation from the chart illustrates that experience is a mitigating 
factor in coping. One reported element of experience that allowed this participant 
to cope with excitement was an expansion of one's skill set over time: 
Then as time and experience went on, my skills got better, and I 
learned how to manage that emotion better. 
A development of one's skill set was a consistent theme that allowed 
participants to better cope with a range of negative emotions covered below. This 
participant was the only one who reported that a more developed skill set 
facilitated coping with positive emotions. However, it seems rational that 
continual exposure to excitement-related situations decreased the intensity of 
excitement over time. That, in conjunction with a more developed skill set that 
facilitated consistent success, was the reason for his better management of 
excitement. 
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Anxiety 
Table 7. Summary of characteristics of anxiety 
EMOTION DESCRIPTION PREDICTORS IMPACT ON DM 
Anxiety (8) Excessive worry Inexperience (2) Superficial OM 
Override 
Fear Bluffing (3) Superficial OM 
Lack of focus on TRC 
"Aggresse" (1) 
Deep run (3) Superficial OM 
Lack of focus on TRC 
Override 
Extended losing Lack of focus on TRC 
streak (2) 
Override 
Note. Numbers in parentheses indicate number of participants. 
Definition 
All eight participants reported feelings of anxiety, which is a medium-duration, 
high-intense negative emotion marked by increased heart rate, skin sweat 
activity, and muscle tension. These symptoms presented due to excessive worry 
about an unidentified, external threat. This type of unidentified threat carried an 
inherent level of risk because of an inability to control this threat. 
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The other day .. . I had king-jack off-suit and called because I was 
supposed to call. All I'm saying is that a nervousness inside of me, 
thinking what if I hit the jack and the rest of the board is crap? And that's 
where you 're going into that risky zone where if the original raiser bets 
out and I have to re-raise their bet. If they don't bet, I have to bet to see 
what happens, and I'm nervous because I don't have control of it. It's 
weak to call a raise. 
This leads to a level of self-doubt about following through on decisions that 
are characteristic of cognitive anxiety . 
. . . negative emotions in poker, moreso the nervousness, fear, doubts 
about a hand, not wanting to take a risk that was a good risk. 
Three participants reported physiological symptoms connected with 
anxiety. This is typically referred to as somatic anxiety. Consider the following 
quotation from the poker session : 
He bet 150, that's a little scary. I feel my heart beating a little right 
now. 
Anxiety was reported to be a feeling of worry that impacted the body 
(increased heart rate, skin sweat activity, and muscle shaking) and the mind (fear 
that impacted decisions made) due to a lack of control over an unidentified 
threat. The intensity of anxiety was reported to be high, while the duration was 
reported to be medium. 
Poker-related predictors 
The poker-related predictors of anxiety were described by all eight 
participants as inexperience, bluffing, being the "aggresse" and not the 
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aggressor, making a deep run in a tournament, and an extended losing streak. 
Each poker-related predictor is reviewed below. 
Inexperience 
All of the participants have accrued enough experience to where they are not 
negatively impacted by playing poker at a casino. Two participants did report that 
beginning to play poker at the casino early in their careers incited feelings of 
anxiety because this lack of exposure to the casino created a "fear of the 
unknown": 
I was much more nervous when I started playing. You never know 
what's going to happen, don't know what to expect. 
This contributed to physiological symptoms that are characteristic of somatic 
anxiety when playing their first few hands in a live setting at the casino, indicating 
a relatively short-duration emotional state. 
I used to always, the first few hands you're involved in, your hands 
would shake, you can't really control [the somatic anxiety] . 
Bluffing 
The consistent theme with bluffing as a predictor of anxiety was the potential 
of losing money. Because the poker session was played with "play" money, the 
bluffing that did occur did not largely influence the presence of anxiety. However, 
one participant reported anxiety due to bluffing that persisted for the rest of the 
hand. 
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I hit a jack. He bet $249, gonna call and see if that slows him down. Flush 
draw too ... he bet out $436, gonna raise. I'm hoping I make it look like a 
flush. I am a little nervous right now. 
This participant, along with two others, reported that past experiences of 
bluffing into big-money pots incited somatic anxiety, followed by a moderate level 
of cognitive anxiety. Consider the following thoughts during the pre-session 
interview: 
Now I [still] do get where my heart feels like it's going to explode 
outside of my chest, but it's because I'm bluffing. 
Bluffing was a poker-related predictor that contributed to somatic and 
cognitive anxiety. The anxiety was reported to subside once the hand was 
complete, indicating a short-intense emotional state. 
"Aggresse" 
One of the well-accepted, important ideas behind successful poker play is 
having position (being the last person to bet in a betting round), in part because it 
allows one to see what everyone else does (check, bet, or raise) before 
checking, betting, or raising. Also, being the aggressor in the hand by betting in 
position and/or raising puts pressure on opponents and gives additional control to 
the aggressor. 
Two participants reported that being the aggressor was comforting because 
they were controlling the hand and forcing opponents to react to them: 
You're playing the situation and got others to do things that were 
wrong .. . the whole hand was only about $100 total, but I felt comfortable 
the whole time. I really felt good how I controlled it. My favorite was that I 
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always feel in control when I'm raising and some else is calling . I was 
the raiser. That gave me control of it. 
Reacting to the aggression of others was uncomfortable, perhaps because 
there is a lower level of perceived control and certainty. It was not a surprising 
finding that being the "aggresse" - reacting to the aggression of others - was a 
poker-related predictor of anxiety. This type of situation leaves one participant 
with little perceived control over the situation , influencing the presence of somatic 
anxiety for the rest of the hand, indicating a short-duration emotional state. 
The other day ... I had king-jack offsuit and called because I was supposed 
to call [out of position]. All I'm saying is that a nervousness inside of me, 
thinking what if I hit the jack [on the flop] and the rest of the board is 
crap? And that's where you're going into that risky zone where if the 
original raiser bets out and I have to re-raise their bet. If they don't bet, I 
have to bet to see what happens, and I'm nervous because I don't have 
control of it. It's weak to call a raise [from the opponent] . 
Deep run 
Making the final table can be defined as being one of the last 9 poker players 
left in a tournament (each poker table usually has 9 players on it). Number of 
final tables played is one statistical marker of accomplished tournament play. 
Being a participant close to, or at, the final table was perceived as an important 
situation mainly because of the prize money involved. 
Up until the times I knew I was gonna get to a point where I had a good 
chance to go really deep, that (anxiety) doesn't get me. 
Three participants reported that making a deep run in a tournament led to an 
increase in cognitive and/or somatic anxiety. Consider the first reported thought 
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during the poker session and the second from the pre-session interview: 
[He was down to about 20 players left] As games go on, the anxiety level 
and attentiveness does go up ... The decisions aren't definitive and 
easy now, it's more, thinking going on. 
I wasn't upset [at the final table] but my heart fluttered, sweating. I can 
physically feel the sweat come out of my body. You feel more anxious. 
I was getting more anxious. 
Placing a high level of importance on making money by reaching the final 
table seemed to incite somatic anxiety when one was close to making the final 
table for two participants, yet that reality of making the final table was some time 
away. This feeling was more tangible in a live tournament setting compared to an 
online tournament setting: 
Live poker, you can watch and feel the people you beat, and you stand 
up and shake hands with people as they're walking away from the table 
after you've crushed their dreams of winning money .... The emotions 
are taken out of it online, you don't get to see their face or their 
anticipation, losing, and watching other people at the table with their 
anticipation of who's gonna win. 
Making a deep run in a tournament incited feelings of somatic anxiety that 
lasted for a period of extended minutes or over an hour, which is the first poker-
related predictor reviewed that incited anxiety for an extended period of time. 
Extended losing streak 
An extended losing streak was defined by two participants as continually 
losing money over the course of a month or longer. There was most likely some 
level of somatic anxiety present, even though there was -an absence of reported 
somatic anxiety. The more tangible part of anxiety, cognitive anxiety, was 
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reported to be a heavy presence during the losing streak. The cognitive anxiety 
would present at various points when there was a perceived risky decision to be 
made; it did not maintain an ongoing presence during an extended losing streak. 
The impact of cognitive anxiety during an extended losing streak will be covered 
in the next section , but it is interesting to note that one of these participants has 
been a professional poker player for years, while the other participant did not 
have a job for a period of time and looked to poker as a primary means of 
income. No other participant reported that poker was their primary means of 
income at any point during the poker career. 
Eight participants reported that inexperience, bluffing, being the "aggresse", 
making a deep run in a tournament, and an extended losing streak influenced the 
presence of cognitive and somatic anxiety. The intensity of the anxiety was 
reported to be high, while the duration of the anxiety was reported to be medium 
with some variability. One interesting note is that the poker-related predictor of an 
extended losing streak was only reported by two participants who were using 
poker as their primary means of income. 
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Table 8. 
Summary of predictors of anxiety 
Duration of anxiety according to each predictor 
Predictor Duration 
Inexperience 10 minutes 
Bluffing Minute or two 
"Aggresse" Minute or two 
Deep run Minutes to over an hour 
Extended losing streak Minutes 
Influence on DM 
Impact 
Strong physiological activity 
Strong physiological and 
cognitive activity 
Strong activity cognitive 
activity 
Strong physiological and 
cognitive activity 
Strong cognitive activity 
The poker-related predictors of inexperience, bluffing, being the "aggresse", 
making a deep run in a tournament, and an extended losing streak all influenced 
the presence of anxiety that compromised optimal decision-making. 
Inexperience 
Two poker players reported that the first few times of playing poker at the 
casino influenced suboptimal decision-making. 
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I wouldn't think through the hand as deep as I (normally) would ... I 
think when I first started playing I was afraid a lot [of losing money]. Just 
losing $50 to lose $50. And you have to get past that fear. 
This type of suboptimal decision-making is marked by a superficial decision-
making style (" ... wouldn't think through the hand as deep") combined with an 
override of optimal decision in favor of a more safe decision ("afraid a lot (of 
losing money")). The fear of losing money can be connected to risk-taking, and 
reduction of risk is a continual outcome of suboptimal decision-making across 
most of these predictors of anxiety. 
Bluffing 
Three participants reported intense levels of somatic anxiety when bluffing 
during a hand. This intense physiological activity drew some conscious 
attention away from thinking about task-relevant cues and led to a 
superficial decision-making style for two participants, impeding optimal 
decision-making. 
Anxious when you're in a hand you think you 're going to lose, that's a big 
one .... that probably impacts your decisions ..... you just can't think 
clearly because of the bluff. 
My nervous energy would block the math you 'd do in your head . 
There was not a clear theme with the types of future decisions within that 
hand that participants would make after the initial bluff, as too many other 
variables would have accounted for future decisions made. However, the basic 
81 
idea of focusing on excessive worry about potential negative outcomes was the 
reason participants could not engage in optimal decision-making. 
Deep run 
Three participants reported that getting close to, or reaching, the final table in 
an important tournament influenced the presence of somatic and cognitive 
anxiety due to the importance placed on each decision . Every poker tournament 
has a structure that defines how fast the blinds will increase; the typical increases 
are every 15, 30, 60, or 90 minutes. Two types of bets are made before any card 
is dealt in each hand when making a deep run: The antes and the blinds. Antes 
are small bets made by each player, while the blinds are larger bets made by 
only two players. The antes and blinds can take away from one's stack (amount 
of tournament chips held by a player) and force one to make impulsive bets. This 
led to ongoing concerns during the poker session for one participant. 
[He was down to about 20 players left] As games go on, the anxiety level 
and attentiveness does go up. Second-guess yourself a little more now 
than before. The decisions aren't definitive and easy now, it's more 
thinking going on. 
Ten minutes later: 
getting very desperate ... really got nothing except for those jacks one time . 
It's been very slow, no real opportunities .. . you feel so helpless. 
One minute later: 
... you sit there and you feel helpless, and you can 't even second guess 
stuff or learn anything ... this is the story of my life on this side. 
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Three minutes later: 
Blinds 100-200, really have to take a stab over there. My anxiety level, 
just bleeding out now, bleeding out [tournament chips due to the 
antes and blinds], just sitting here not playing just getting blinded out is 
very high . 
During the post-play interview: 
1 was fighting my urge to just play hands I shouldn't be in just 
because I wasn 't getting any momentum going. 
1 wasn't altering my playing style [due to a lack of quality card holdings]. 
That's why I felt anxious because I was fighting that urge, 'alright I'm 
going to do something I shouldn't do.' It's an idiotic play, and I was kind of 
fighting that urge not to do that. 
This participant noted that he made a mistake when he was quite close to the 
final table (about 12 players left). He felt a need to maximize a win by slow-
playing the second-best starting hand, which is a pair of kings , without 
consideration of other cues to aid in this major decision. He did not raise before 
the flop and allowed his opponent to see a flop, which eventually led to him 
losing the hand. 
Making a deep run produced a more chronic state of anxiety that this 
participant was able to manage for a while, but then the cognitive anxiety 
influenced a poor decision late in the tournament. The source of the anxiety can 
be attributed to self-produced pressure due to making a deep run in a 
tournament. The cost of playing a hand (due to the increasing amounts of antes 
and blinds that must be paid each hand) placed more pressure on this participant 
to win some hands out of fear of losing too much money. This led to a lack of 
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consideration for other relevant cues and a superficial decision-making 
process. 
The other two participants reported that cognitive anxiety influenced decision-
making at the final table by creating a "hang on" mindset by trying to move into 
the top 4 or 5, where there was a significant jump in prize money. They reported 
a tightening of playing style once playing at the final table and all decisions were 
made while being mindful of the prize money. Consider the following quotations 
from the pre-session interview: 
You get to the final table, you know, I tend to be more cautious .. .. You 
start to play different, you become more calculating. How low is the lowest 
chip stack? They have less than 20 blinds? 
I was a middle stack [in a major tournament] and I figured I could sit 
around for a little while, and maybe not be as aggressive as I should 
have. I was hoping to not be aggressive and wait till it got to a 3 or 4 
personal table. 
This theme of overriding optimal decisions in favor of less risky decisions 
that was found with inexperience was present with this predictor as well, 
suggesting a clear decision-making process marked by a refusal to act on 
decisions made because of excessive worry about the potential negative 
consequences, not the statistical probability of the negative consequences. 
Two participants reported that the continued anticipation of possibly making 
the final table contributed to an enhanced level of somatic anxiety that physically 
tired the body, which can then influence suboptimal decision-making: 
If I get to a point where I get physical tired, my body will start to shut 
down and that will affect my mental capacity. For the first 5 hours I'm 
mentally there even though I'm tired, but after that you can easily start 
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to make mental mistakes. You can't sit there for 9 hours and not get 
tired. God forbid the people who do it for a week straight, that's crazy. 
When you're tired, you're not as sharp, not as coherent with the things 
going on around you. I'm not paying attention to critical details that 
have an impact on the game. 
One of these participants acknowledged that the aggregate effect of somatic 
anxiety impacted his stamina, which is a shortcoming in his poker game. 
I played a tournament in Atlantic City ... took 8 hours to play ... I ended up 
coming in 4th out of 2,000 people. That was the first real cash I've ever 
taken ... . usually I [lose] in the 20's or 30's, and I think that's because 
of stamina. 
The aggregate impact of somatic anxiety impacted the decision-making 
process by influencing a reduction in focus when not playing hands. Poker 
players can easily pick up information on opponents when not playing hands. In 
fact, good poker players do not play a majority of hands. It is during these times 
that poker players should be identifying "tells" (i.e., betting patterns) against 
opponents that they can use at some point in the future. This ability is 
compromised when feeling the impact of continued somatic anxiety. This 
suggests that the ongoing presence of somatic anxiety directly impacts 
suboptimal decision-making when playing poker hands, and indirectly impacts 
suboptimal decision-making when not playing hands. 
Extended losing streak 
Two participants reported impediments to optimal decision-making due to an 
extended losing streak, which was defined as receiving bad beats, poor card 
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holdings, having good cards and betting second place hands, and bluffs being 
consistently called . 
One participant reported that a one-year losing streak initially caused 
frustration, but that cognitive anxiety presented as the duration of the bad run 
lengthened. This not only drew conscious attention away from focusing on task-
relevant cues , but he over-valued judgments of opponent card holdings that led 
to not acting on good, risky decisions . 
.. . it caused me to play differently. I always felt like my opponents were 
going to out-flop me every hand. Early in a tournament I'd raise and just 
think, he flopped two pair or a set just because later on in the tournaments 
we'd get it in pre-flop and they'd flop sets. That would kinda affect my 
early round play in the next couple tournaments just thinking my 
opponents were killing every flop. I was super-tight because I always 
thought I was getting out-flopped. 
When you're running bad, you'll just fold ace-king to one raise 
knowing that you're going to miss. You don't 3 bet and the guy behind 
you 3 bets and he has aces, and you folded your 1 O's or ace-king. You 
have this mindset that you're not going to win anyway so you just 
fold pre-flop. 
The other participant reported that suboptimal decision-making occurred when 
experiencing anxiety, particularly when turning to poker as a primary means of 
income. 
I've been in situations where I recently lost my job and I'm now not playing 
the game with the mentality of, 'Wouldn 't it be nice to win some money", 
but I'm playing that game with the mentality of, "I need this money.' That's 
gonna change your perception ... . It made me tighten up during times 
when I should have been loose. 
I made mistakes, misjudgments, that made the losing streak worse and 
vice versa ... I started to play tight, and I had a fear of failure. 
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These participants reported that making money was their primary goal. Losing 
money would not only continually threaten their goal of winning money, but it 
would threaten their livelihood. 
1 was tight and I was missing some cues. I can remember scenarios 
where I wasn't using my judgment and not listening to the little voices 
telling me, This is what this person is doing'. Then there were times where 
1 just missed it. I was so focused on not making a mistake, not making 
the mistake I made the day before, or the last time I was in that situation , 
that I'm not paying attention to the situation in front of me that says, 
'Here's what's going on . 
The quotation above illustrates that the impact of anxiety on decision-making 
drew conscious attention away from task-relevant cues and led to an 
override of optimal decisions in favor of less risky decisions due to a fear 
of losing money. 
This participant also reported that the one extended losing streak in his career 
coincided with the loss of his job, which placed more of an emphasis on using 
poker as a means to make money. This type of abrupt shift placed a 
considerable amount of pressure on him, which resulted in being distracted and 
in making overly-safe decisions that were reported in the above quotation . 
There were multiple impediments to optimal decision-making due to cognitive 
anxiety. Some participants reported an ability to engage in an optimal decision-
making process when making decisions, but reported a lack of focus on task-
relevant cues and a fear of following through on that decision (due to making a 
deep run and an extended losing streak) . Instead, they chose a safer, less risky 
decision option while others reported an inability to discard distracting thoughts 
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and instead focused on task-irrelevant cues during a hand (because of bluffing). 
Other participants reported a superficial decision-making style and fear of 
following through on risky decisions made (due to inexperience). Hours of 
consistent somatic anxiety connected to making a deep run was found to 
contribute to suboptimal decision-making by reducing one's attention to task-
relevant cues when not involved in a hand. Lastly, choosing a high risk/high 
reward decision option of bluffing led to somatic and cognitive anxiety that 
persisted until the end of the hand, inhibiting participants' ability to thoroughly 
think through hands, compromising optimal decision-making. 
Coping 
Six participants reported an ability to effectively cope with the negative 
influence of anxiety. Typical responses connected to coping are highlighted in 
table 9. 
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Table 9. 
Summary of coping with anxiety 
Responses for terminating anxiety. 
Emotion (INT) EFF Typical response (participant #) Type 
Anxiety (High) High "I was tight and missing cues ... That's where P-INT 
taking that little bit of rest, giving yourself a break, 
get those voices that are walking through all of 
your mistakes out of your head before you play 
again ." (8) 
Medium "I do get anxiety, and it's always during the 
hand .. . One thing I'll do is I'll sit here for 15 
seconds ... sometimes I' ll count in my head. 
It really is something that works ... l don't touch 
my chips .. . I don't want to use my body." (3) 
Medium "The anxiety's sti ll there (when bluffing), but 
being exposed to it again and again makes it 
easier to deal with ." (6) 
Note. INT =Intensity; EFF =Effectiveness; P-INT= Pre-session interview. 
P-INT 
P-INT 
Poker playing at the casino , bluffing, and making a deep run in a tournament 
were three predictors of anxiety. The optimal coping strategy for reducing anxiety 
due to playing poker at the casino and making a deep run in a tournament was 
multiple exposures to these situations that de-sensitized participants to 
symptoms of somatic and cognitive anxiety. Participants could not better 
explicate why multiple exposures de-sensitized them to the impact of anxiety; 
multiple accounts will be presented in the next chapter. 
Only one participant reported success in applying any type of active, direct 
coping strategy. This included sitting still and announcing his bets, deflecting 
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attention from potential "tells" due to somatic anxiety. 
I'll sit here for 15 seconds and think about what to do, and let yourself 
calm down ... . l don't touch my chips ... . l always say, 'fold, raise', or give 
an amount because the only thing I have to use is my mouth. I don't want 
to use my body. 
This perceived elimination in attention paid to "tells" helped to reduce 
symptoms of cognitive anxiety, allowing him to think more clearly about the rest 
of the hand. He also reported that he opens up the lobby during online 
tournaments. The lobby contains the list of players who are still in the tournament 
and the amount of chips each opponent has left. This participant was the one 
who reported a continual practice of patience in the pride section, in part because 
he became bored with not playing hands. Even though he reported this coping 
behavior as a means to feel comfortable, he may feel uncomfortable when not 
playing hands because he is not winning money. He may be thinking about 
where he stands compared to everyone else in the tournament, and eliminating 
that thought may help him focus on task-relevant cues. 
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Frustration 
Table 1 0. Summary of characteristics of frustration 
EMOTION DESCRIPTION PREDICTORS IMPACT ON DM 
Frustration (6) Unfulfillment Poor card holdings (2) Override 
Emptiness Opponent behaviors Lack of focus on 
(5) TRC 
1 Poor play from poor Override 
players 
2 Poor etiquette 
3 Unsocial opponents 
Note. Numbers in parentheses indicate number of participants. 
Definition 
Six participants reported that frustration was a low-intense, long-duration 
emotional state marked by a feeling of unfulfillment and emptiness because of 
failing to meet one's goals. Increased levels of physiological activity were not 
reported in connection with frustration. This feeling of emptiness carried some 
level of distraction that was deemed to be manageable. 
You can still play sound poker if you're annoyed or frustrated, 
understand the situation, can come back and win . 
. . . it's frustrating when you're playing someone who's so loose and you 
have to keep folding. 
These reported thoughts substantiate the notion that frustration is a low-
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intense emotion that can extend over time. Occasional levels of frustration did 
elevate to moderate levels where there was still an absence of physiological 
activity, but this level of frustration carried a theme of impulsiveness. 
I have a run of bad cards and I'm in a situation where I'm in a losing 
situation again . And you do get a bit of a 'screw it' mentality. 
Poker-related predictors 
Six participants reported that frustration presented due to poor card holdings 
and opponent behaviors. Poor card holdings can be defined as bad beats , poor 
starting hands and/or an inability to improve one's starting hand with the 
community cards (the cards dealt face up in the middle of the poker table that 
everyone can use) that can extend over multiple poker sessions. Opponent 
behaviors were defined by poor etiquette, poor opponent play from poorly skilled 
players who were winning , and unsocial opponents. 
Poor card holdings 
Two participants reported multiple thoughts reflective of frustration due to poor 
card holdings. Consider a sampling of frustration-related thoughts during the 
poker session: 
Very frustrating. Just not seeing much of anything. 
Frustrated on the other side. Still nothing there. 
I think I figured out a time when I get a little "tilty", when you don't have 
opportunities. When you sit there and you feel helpless [because of 
dead cards]. 
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Another participant reported a multitude of thoughts connected to frustration, 
some of which are highlighted below: 
I may, that's [turn card] annoying . 
Eventually I'm gonna bop someone, but that hasn't happened [sighs]. 
I can still get there with a 10, and I never do. 
And I brick again, check-fold again [sighs]. 
I can't flop anything . 
But I will eventually flop something, pretty sure, right [laughing in 
frustration]? 
That's obviously the worst card in the deck for my hand [sighs]. 
He had the old, uh, 6 high [laughs in frustration]. I'm getting up there [in 
reference to the emotions continuum]. Getting a little frustrated with my 
flopping abilities. 
Let's see if I can flop myself a 6, no? Still haven't flopped a set, I've had 
about 15 pairs ... this is really annoying. 
I haven't really flopped anything. 
I could improve, but I don't, I don't do that. 
Yeah I missed, I always miss. 
And I flopped awesome [sarcastic]. 
Flopped a monster [sarcastic]. 
I should be able to flop something, eventually. 
And I hammered the flop, which means I miss obviously ... 
The sampling of reported thoughts reported immediately above, over the 
course of about one and a half hours, provides evidence of frustration being a 
relatively chronic, low to moderate emotional state. As the period of frustration 
extended over time, there were more frequently reported frustration thoughts, 
more sighs, and a report of being on a higher than neutral on the emotions 
continuum, indicating a moderate intense emotion. 
Opponent Behaviors 
Three participants reported thoughts connected to frustration due to poorly 
skilled players playing poorly. Participants judged these players to be playing too 
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many hands, betting recklessly, and being rewarded for their poor play too often. 
This led to frustration whose intensity increased over time for one participant 
during the poker session. The following series of thoughts were reported within 
about 15 minutes: 
He just shoved all his chips in. I'm annoyed with him, but. 
Now I'm annoyed. I raised, someone min raised, and everyone called. 
Now I have to call. 
This other guy's getting annoying cause he keeps shoving all-in, but 
whatever. 
I have these guys who shove all-in at the table. It's annoying cause 
one guy has all the chips. 
That's annoying. We have some new dude and he's just going all in. 
The one guy who was going all in before is back. He is [expletive] 
annoying. 
Overall I'm a little annoyed and getting impatient. This pisses me off. Why 
would someone get all those chips and then just give them away? 
This is annoying, another one of those hands where everyone's in. 
Similar thoughts were reported during the pre-session interview: 
I don't take suck outs (bad beats) to heart, as much as I take losing on 
poor decisions by somebody else. Somebody who had no business 
being in the hand, maybe they're not what I would consider to be a prolific 
poker player .. .. that kind of stuff annoys me or gets me agitated . 
. . . if there was a guy who was clearly making the wrong moves, and in 
previous hands won when he shouldn't, odds wise, and all of a sudden 
it happens to me too, and now I see a pattern of that, then yeah that's 
frustrating. If a guy who plays solid catches one break, no big deal. 
Another type of opponent behavior was poor etiquette at the poker table. 
Opponents who displayed this, such as being overly loud, influenced the 
presence of frustration for two participants. 
I don't care for loud players, or trash talk players. That's something 
I've always had to overcome. Not paying attention to them. 
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Participants who encountered opponents who violated written or unwritten 
rules of conduct at the poker table did have some recourse in calling over the pit 
boss - someone who works for the casino who manages a part of the poker 
room. This helped alleviate feelings of frustration quickly, provided the opponent 
behavior stopped. However, there are no violations to written or unwritten rules of 
poker if one does not socially engage with others at a live poker table. 
Three participants reported that a lack of social interaction with opponents at 
a live poker table led to feelings of frustration. These three participants also 
reported that happiness occurred when they were able to socialize with 
opponents at the poker table. 
I'm a social player, I like to drink and talk .. . what bothers me is the 
people who have the hat on, sunglasses, and music on ... . For whatever 
reason, that player gets under my skin. 
Influence on DM 
Poor card holdings 
Two participants reported that frustration presented due to a lack of quality 
card holdings. One participant reported that frustration which presented due to 
poor card holdings within a poker session was initially a low intense emotion. 
However, an extended streak within a poker session that severely hurt his chip 
stack was elevated to a moderate intensity state that was accompanied by a 
betting style termed by the researcher as "Mindless aggressiveness", 
which is decision-making style characterized by a lack of focus on task-
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relevant cues, a superficial decision-making style, or an override of a 
decision made in favor of a more impulsive, risky decision. This is due to 
the presence of frustration or anger . 
.. . I have a run of bad cards and I'm in a situation where I'm in a losing 
situation again. And you do get a bit of a 'screw it' mentality. 
Another participant's conceptualization of extended period of time was heavily 
influenced by the amount of aggressive betting occurring during his poker 
session. The following thoughts were reported around the one hour mark: 
Ok, I'm getting impatient [because of the overly-aggressive play at the 
table]. I normally wouldn't raise here but I'm going to with king-4 
suited. Interested to see if these guys are gonna play, ok they are. 
Less than two minutes later: 
This guy moved all-in. Gonna call, because it's play money and I'm 
getting impatient with him .. . .Doubled-up [he won]. Didn't really want to 
do that, but freaking had to. 
Less than one minute later: 
Overall I'm a little annoyed and getting impatient. This pisses me off, 
why would someone get all those chips and then just give them away? 
There was an instance where suboptimal decision-making occurred during the 
poker session that led to a negative outcome: 
He raised, I'm ready to shove it all-in, that's what I'm gonna do here. He 
has a king-4. I need a queen or an ace. Now he has a full house, now I 
need chips. Yeah, I mean, I don't know, they've been going all-in. It 
was the best opportunity for me. I was probably getting a little 
impatient. 
The amount of action occurring around this participant, coupled with poor 
starting hands, facilitated the ongoing presence of frustration. This led to an 
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override of a decision made in favor of a more impulsive, overly risky 
decision. 
The other participant reported the multitude of thoughts connected to poor 
card holdings in the previous section , some of which are highlighted below with 
additional reported thoughts. 
I may, that's [turn card] annoying. 
10 suited, that's pretty gross. 
I can still get there with a 10, and I never do. 
Eventually I'm gonna bop someone, but that hasn't happened [sighs]. 
And I brick [miss] again, check-fold again [sighs]. 
I have to flop something, eventually. 
I can 't flop anything. 
But I will eventually flop something, pretty sure, right [laughing in 
frustration]? 
I'll never hit a set [3 of a kind] in my life, so I'll check-fold. 
So if he jams and he folds, I'm calling . That doesn't work [laughs in 
frustration] . 
That's obviously the worst card in the deck for my hand (sighs]. 
He had the old , uh, 6 high [laughs in frustration]. I'm getting up there [in 
reference to the emotions continuum]. 
Getting a little frustrated with my flopping abilities. 
And they fold. When I have aces. 
Let's see if I can flop myself a 6, no? Still haven't flopped a set, I've had 
about 15 pairs ... this is really annoying. 
I haven't really flopped anything. 
I could improve, but I don't, I don't do that. 
So I'll just call , miss, then fold, probably. Call, miss, check, fold . Standard. 
Yeah I missed, I always miss. 
And I flopped awesome [sarcastic]. 
Flopped a monster [sarcastic]. 
And I hammered the flop, which means I miss obviously ... 
In the post-play interview, this participant reported that he was annoyed 
because he was missing "every" flop, and that it seemed mathematically 
impossible to do so. This remark, along with the multitude of reported thoughts, 
suggests two factors worth noting. First, there did not seem to be hands where 
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he engaged in impulsive betting as a means to cope with the ongoing presence 
of frustration. He did report that an extended period (months) of losing that 
facilitated the presence of frustration manifested in anxiety. Consider the 
following quotation in the post-poker session interview: 
[years ago] you're playing 10 tournaments a day and getting my money in 
good in 9 of those tournaments and losing 8 of them. It's frustrating .. . it 
caused me to play differently. Early in a tournament ... ! would play too 
cautious. 
This participant did improve some hands on the flop, turn, and river, yet he did 
not report that after the poker session. This suggests an incongruence between 
his "reality" and that of objective reality that may have further exacerbated the 
intensity and duration of frustration. Possible explanations for this discrepancy 
will be explored in the next chapter. 
Opponent behaviors 
Poorly skilled players playing poorly led to frustration for three participants. 
I don't take suck outs [bad beats] to heart, as much as I take losing on 
poor decisions by somebody else. Somebody who had no business 
being in the hand, maybe they're not what I would consider to be a prolific 
poker player .... that kind of stuff annoys me or gets me agitated, allows 
me to lose focus and concentration, and be a little over-aggressive. 
A consistent theme was that decision-making was compromised due to a 
desire to punish the opponent for playing poorly. 
If there was a guy who was clearly making the wrong moves, and he's on 
a winning streak when he shouldn't, odds wise .. .. changes my game, 
makes me a little bit more aggressive [towards him]. 
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The impact of frustration via opponent behavior included a focus on the 
annoying aspects of the opponent and a desire to "punish" him by engaging in 
impulsive decisions characteristic of "Mindless aggressiveness". However, the 
"Mindless aggressiveness" state did not last long; participants reported an ease 
with returning to a normal decision-making style after making a couple of poor 
decisions. 
If I'm trying to target a person, I'd do a re-raise and push them off of 
their comfort zone, but I don't carry it out very far. I'd do a re-raise and see 
what happens. 
Three participants reported one of the necessary components of enjoying 
themselves included playing with social opponents. Encountering an unsocial 
table led to frustration , and two participants reported that they would attack the 
source of the frustration through overly aggressive play. 
For whatever reason , that [unsocial] player gets under my skin ... I wanna 
knock this guy out [of a tournament] .... I may go a little bit harder to 
knock him out. 
There was a consistent theme of engaging in impulsive betting characteristic 
of a decision-making style termed "Mindless aggressiveness". This drew 
conscious attention away from focusing on task-relevant cues and shifted 
the focus to attacking the cause of the frustration . However, all participants 
reported a relative ease with returning to a normal decision-making style after 
one or two poor decisions. This theme reinforces the notion that frustration is a 
relatively low-intensity emotional state while the higher-intensity emotional state 
is anger. 
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You can still play sound poker if you're frustrated, understand the 
situation, can come back and win money. When you're on tilt [anger], 
reality just changes ... make moves that are totally unrealistic. 
Across poker sessions -?Anxiety 
Poor card holdings -------7 FR 
Within a poker session\ 
"MA" 
Poor play from low-skilled player~ 
FR 
Unsocial opponent 
Figure 6. Influence of frustration on decision-making. 
Note. FR = Frustration; "MA" = "Mindless Aggressiveness" 
Coping 
There was evidence of poor and effective coping behaviors connected to 
frustration. An interesting phenomena occurred with one participant who reported 
that he is making optimal decisions when regularly playing hands. A lack of 
participation in hands over an extended period of time leads to frustration and 
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resultant impulsivity. He reported that he copes by re-directing his focus to the 
hand at play and reminding himself of having fun/feeling engaged. 
Table 11. 
Summary of coping behaviors for frustration 
Responses for terminating frustration. 
Emotion (INT) EFF Typical response (participant #) Type 
Happiness (MI) Low "Spirits are still high, stamina feels good. I'm not SESS 
getting disengaged. Still pretty focused, still kinda 
want it." ( 4) 
Note. INT = Intensity; EFF = Effectiveness; Ml = Minor intensity; SESS = Poker 
session. 
This participant reported that this type of coping strategy does not work well 
because his mind tends to quickly focus back on the frustration of not playing 
poker hands. Sometimes this cognitive shift is so pronounced that he copes 
through needlessly playing a hand that is consistent with a "Mindless 
aggressiveness" state. 
Two insights provided by this participant provide more context into this poor 
coping method, which includes his disposition and an insistence on frustration 
leading to these impulse hands. He is a hyperactive individual, always feeling the 
need to be engaged in some type of activity. He reported feeling bored rather 
quickly if he is not actively engaged in an activity. Poker does not seem to fit this 
type of profile because it is normal to not play the majority of hands. He 
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commented that he usually plays a couple of tables online, and finds a social 
table when playing live. 
This participant did not conceptualize his emotional state as anxiety, but he 
was repeatedly twitching his legs during this time of the poker session. He also 
seemed to be engaging in possible soothing behaviors by taking frequent drinks 
of water and by repeatedly scratching his ear while playing tournaments. It 
seems rational that frustration due to not playing hands could lead to anxiety 
because of losing more and more money while playing tournaments (losing the 
blinds and antes). This latter insight could account for why playing an "impulse 
hand" did not relieve the frustration and/or anxiety . 
. . . just bleeding [losing chips] now, just sitting there not playing. Just 
sitting, getting blinded out [losing money due to paying the blinds pre-flop]. 
He seems to be shifting attention to coping with the threat. One could argue 
that playing an impulse hand only exacerbates the anxiety because of further 
monetary losses in tournaments . 
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Table 12. 
Summary of coping behaviors for frustration 
Responses for terminating frustration. 
Emotion (INT) 
FRUST (MIN) 
EFF Typical response (participant #) Type 
High "I was missing flops .. . just re-focus on the next POST 
hand. You don't have time to worry about what just 
happened .. . The goal is to make money." (1) 
"I allow that obnoxious opponent to bother me ... l P-INT 
should be saying, 'It's not about the person'. It's 
not the appropriate opportunity ... !learned that with 
experience." (8) 
Note. INT =Intensity; EFF =Effectiveness; FRUST =Frustration; MIN= Minor; 
POST = Post-session interview; P-1 NT = Pre-session interview 
Coping with frustration carried a positive tone. Five participants reported an 
ability to quickly minimize the intensity and duration of frustration. Four 
participants reported that the theme of coping with frustration mirrored that of 
those coping with "Arrogant confidence", in that cognitive strategies are simple, 
effective, and require very little practice. This provides further evidence for the 
idea that lower intense emotions are relatively easy with which to cope. 
One participant reported that he used to experience frustration because of not 
playing hands. This feeling of frustration did not lead to more intense feelings . He 
would then engage in "Mindless aggressiveness" wherein he would make one or 
two calls or raises within a hand and usually lose. This would then lead to self-
directed frustration . 
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This participant reported that he went through extensive practice to better 
manage his impatience that led to frustration. He reported that he re-organized 
his goals, accompanied by a more serious mindset towards poker. This led to 
conscious practice of patience in multiple contexts: 
Last summer I was playing the daily tournaments in Atlantic City, a few a 
day, and that really just taught me to be patient because my goal that 
summer was to make money. I know you needed to be patient before 
that but I didn't understand what it meant. 
I have a play money application on my phone and the blinds get very high 
very quick. But it's been excellent practice in being patient. 
These coping behaviors have led to a more deliberate, patient poker player. 
That's how I developed patience. I played cash a couple of weeks ago and 
my stack didn't go up or down more than 10 because I couldn't get 
anything going and that was ok ... . That's how people lose money, they 
try and force the issue too much. · 
Another participant reported that expanding his knowledge of poker allowed 
him to successfully cope with considerable losses in a short period of time, 
blocking the expression of frustration. The facilitation of pride due to an emphasis 
on the quality of one's play has an indirect benefit of blocking the expression of 
frustration . 
If I lost one, two, three thousand bucks in a session, I truly didn't care 
because of the way I was playing. I was playing great. I'll chill out, relax, 
stop playing for a bit. 
The types of losses reported in the above quotation would have been much 
more difficult with which to cope before he began playing for higher stakes. 
[Frustration presents] when people are in the hand you're playing against 
that shouldn't be. You think you've established your position in the hand, 
you're sending a clear message [with a bet] .... you get those lingerers that 
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are probably less experienced , that catch ... . You're playing less 
experienced players, it can get in the way a lot, your entire game 
changes and it's not fun." 
There was a fundamental shift in his interpretation of these types of losses 
after he began playing for higher stakes. 
If I play poker with two people who don't know what they're doing, it 
impacts me so much less because I'm ok with it. I get it. 
A more developed knowledge base facilitated a shift in the outcome of the 
hand to the quality of his play when defining success. This has increased his 
profit margin through the development of a quick, efficient coping style when 
incurring bad play from both skilled and unskilled opponents. 
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Anger 
Table 13. Summary of characteristics of anger 
EMOTION DESCRIPTION PREDICTORS IMPACT ON OM 
Anger (8) Rage Bad beat (7) Superficial OM 
Lack of focus on 
TRC 
Override 
Losing streak (2) Override 
Opponent behaviors (3) Superficial OM 
1 Poor etiquette Lack of focus on 
TRC 
· 2 Over-celebrating 
Override 
Note. Numbers in parentheses indicate number of participants. 
Definition and overview 
Anger was reported to be a negative, borderline rage-type feeling that was 
short-lasting with heightened physiological activity. Typically due to poker losses, 
this feeling of rage was so intense that participants reported an inability to 
respond in a productive way, sometimes leading to strong physiological 
symptoms. 
I was angry ... and lost 5 in a row. I remember feeling nauseous and 
sick. I would, in the past online, I would go a month without playing 
because I would lose. 
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The other defining characteristic of anger was found in a disruption in 
cognitive activity that paralleled the intensity of the physiological activity. 
When you 're on tilt [anger] .. . reality changes .... just emotional, making 
emotional moves, you know, not intelligent moves. Trying to hit a 
grand slam on one hand. 
The cognitive symptoms of anxiety were connected to a lack of control to an 
unidentified threat. The cognitive symptoms of anger were connected to an 
identifiable source: The self for playing poorly or to some external factor, the 
latter of which created a feeling of unfairness and a sense of entitlement to seek 
retribution . Below are examples of self-directed anger and of anger generalized 
to some external source. 
Good poker players tilt on poor decisions made by themselves. 
You just go to a different place [mentally] and focus on that person [the 
source of the anger] . 
It was the third or fourth hand of the night and I had pocket aces. The guy 
to my right had pocket kings . The flop came out ace-king-4. We ended up 
getting all of our money in , and he hit the quad king on the river .... I was 
pissed off and angry [at the bad beat)] 
The emotional properties of anger differed from both frustration and anxiety. 
The intensity of anger was considerably higher compared to that of frustration, 
while anxiety was connected to a feeling of fear of an unknown future event. 
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Table 14. 
Summary of differences between the negative emotions 
Emotion Intensity 
Anger High 
Anxiety High 
Frustration Low to medium 
Poker-related predictors 
Duration 
Low 
Medium 
High 
Cause 
Past occurrence; identified threat 
Future occurrence; unidentified threat 
Past occurrence; identified threat 
All eight participants reported that anger, or what is traditionally called "tilt" in 
poker, was due to the presence of bad beats, opponent behaviors, and a losing 
streak. 
Bad beat 
Bad beat was defined as incurring a loss when the statistical probability of 
losing was judged to be low. For example, a bad beat may occur before the "flop" 
when two players have gone all-in. One player is a big favorite to win the hand, 
but ends up losing after all five of the community cards have been flipped. 
Another form of a bad beat occurs when both players go all-in after the "turn" 
card has been flipped, leaving only one community card to be flipped. Again, one 
player is a big favorite to win the hand, but the last community card is flipped 
over and helps the underdog to acquire a winning hand . Regardless of its 
108 
development, a theme that cut across seven participants was that the intensity of 
an angered state increased with the severity of the bad beat. 
I was most angry in the situation where I lost with the three aces to the 
four kings .. . the odds are astronomical, 1 or 2%? 
Two participants reported that the feeling of anger due to a bad beat was 
intensified by the type of opponent who was deemed to be unsocial. Consider the 
following quotations: 
I think the individual matters a lot, on who beats me. I think that's a big 
part of it. 
... it's an appearance. Two things I can't stand is people who wear 
sunglasses ... really, you have to hide your eyes? .... especially when that 
person wins, because their self-satisfaction bothers me. 
When you're wearing headphones, you have an inferiority complex where 
you think you're the best person at the table .... When that person wins, 
these obnoxious clowns bother me more. 
Three participants reported that the negative impact of a bad beat was 
dependent on an opponent who was poorly skilled and playing poorly. Consider 
this excerpt: 
... if you have a guy moving in [going all-in] with a 10-3 pre-flop and you 
have [a pair of] kings, and he catches two pair or trips [3 of a kind], you 
get more angry with someone who doesn't know what they're doing. 
Losing streak 
Two participants reported that a losing streak incited feelings of anger, but the 
presentation of each angered state was different. One participant incurred a 
series of small losses during the poker session, and the mounting frustration over 
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an hour due to these small losses transformed into anger. The other participant 
reported that he lost a substantial amount of money in a relatively short period of 
time that contributed to an angered state, so much so that there were strong 
physiological symptoms while playing online poker. 
I played high level [high money] sit-n-go's [one table tournaments] and lost 
5 in a row. I remember feeling nauseous and sick and didn't get the 
feeling to want to play again .... I would go a month without playing 
because I would lose that much. 
The participant who reported the quotation above also reported that his two 
primary goals were to win money and to have fun/socialize at the table; playing 
online and losing a large amount of money in a short period of time 
simultaneously conflicted with both goals. This should contribute to a higher 
intensity angered state compared to the influence of either predictor alone. 
Opponent behaviors 
Three participants reported that anger presents when opponents display poor 
behavior, which include poor etiquette and over celebrating a win. Some of these 
same opponent behaviors impacted the presence of frustration, which is a 
considerably lower intense emotional state compared to anger. The potential 
difference is that the etiquette they expect within poker extends to other aspects 
of their lives, suggesting that a violation of a core value of the self (i.e., treating 
others with respect) can intensify an emotional experience and result in more 
detrimental effects on decision-making. 
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Influence on DM 
All eight participants reported that anger impacted decision-making due to bad 
beats, an extended losing streak, and opponent behaviors. The predictors of 
anger incited a more severe negative influence on decision-making compared to 
frustration. 
Bad beat 
Five participants reported that bad beats led to a lack of focus on task-
relevant cues, a superficial decision-making style, and an override of a decision 
made in favor of a more impulsive, overly-aggressive betting characteristic of 
"Mindless aggressiveness" in order to claim monetary retribution against a 
specific opponent or "the game" . 
. . . you have blinders on and you're not watching anyone but the 
person who beat you and you're in a different place. 
Trying to win my money back right away, trying to get it all back in one 
hand. 
Participants reported that the typical monetary consequences of "Mindless 
aggressiveness" during anger were considerably more severe than "Mindless 
aggressiveness" during a frustrated state because the amount and 
frequency of "Mindless aggressive" bets were larger. 
Let's say we get it all-in on the flop or the turn [the one community card 
flipped up after the flop] and I had a monster [nearly unbeatable hand], 
and I lost the hand and I was a chip leader [had the most chips in the 
tournament]. I was out of the tournament within one rotation because 
I couldn't calm down after that. 
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Losing streak 
Two participants reported that a losing streak within a poker session initially 
incited feelings of frustration. This frustrated state, when extended over time, 
elevated to an angered emotional state that led to "Mindless aggressiveness". 
One participant reported that the amount of time consisted of losing a couple 
high-level tournaments in a row, followed by continued losses in high-level 
tournaments largely due to "Mindless Aggressiveness" accompanied by strong 
physiological symptoms. 
The other participant was the one who reported the vast number of thoughts 
in the frustration section. This frustration mounted over time, which culminated in 
the following two thoughts reported within two minutes of one another: 
Let's see if he got there with a jack. Yup, he got there with a jack [he 
lost]. Ok, let's see how I can lose this one. I don't know how I called it, 
well, he could've counterfeited me, I guess. Maybe he was playing the 
counterfeit with no pair. Ok, this is not going well. I flop a flush, and he 
can't call on the river [of the next hand]. That's what's going on 
today ... 
He's gotta fold everything except for 9's or aces, basically. And he has 
one of those. He probably has king-queen of spades, that'd be fun .... I 
need higher numbers than 10 [on the emotion continuum]. 
The following thought was reported a few minutes later: 
... a raise, jam, and he snaps [calls the bet instantly] with ace-9. It's, it's, 
and he got there, diamonds, King high is probably good, but why would I. 
Huh, well, this guy just jammed with ace-9 at another table. I'm better than 
that, so I mean, that was bad. I'll never get there, because I never get 
there . So that other table influenced me there, probably. I almost 
always fold to a first raise, never mind a second raise. So, not good, 
not good. 10-9 with no chips. So I'm getting re-raised and I don't have any 
chips. Supposed to be folding, but I'm not. Hemmorhaging chips 
here. 
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A consistency with these two participants is that the target of their anger was 
not a specific opponent; rather, it was generalized to "the game", feeling as 
though the game owed them for their continued losses. They engaged in an 
override of a decision made in favor of a more impulsive decision in order to 
reclaim monetary retribution. 
Opponent behaviors 
Three participants reported that they engaged in "Mindless aggressiveness" 
against the opponent who was continually displaying poor etiquette at the poker 
table: 
It was the Main Event and I was thinking in a hand for about 30 seconds, 
and another guy not in the hand called the clock. I just didn't get it .... 1 said 
to myself, 'I'm going to bust this guy.' Every time he raised, I 3-bet 
him. 
If I find somebody to be loud, or obnoxious, or irritating, and I let that 
person bother me ... I don't listen to the voices telling me what the 
circumstances are and doing more of, 'This guy's not gonna get the 
best of me. I'm not gonna let him get away with it.' 
Consistent with the predictor of a bad beat, the "Mindless aggressiveness" 
state was marked by a superficial decision-making style through narrowing 
of focus on a specific opponent and a lack of consideration for all cues 
when making decisions. 
There was evidence that bad beats, opponent behaviors , and a losing streak 
contributed to a high-intense, negative emotional state of anger. Poker-related 
predictors differentiated whether participants engaged in "Mindless 
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aggressiveness" against an opponent or "the game". Regardless, "Mindless 
aggressiveness" was reported to result in more severe monetary losses 
compared to frustration because of the number of poor decisions made and 
the magnitude of money bet with each poor decision. This provides evidence that 
there are different intensities of "Mindless aggressiveness" that are dictated by 
the current emotion. The intensity of "Mindless aggressiveness" during an 
angered state is considerably more severe than frustration , providing further 
evidence that anger is a high-intense emotional state while frustration is a low to 
moderate intense emotional state. 
Coping 
All participants reported success in regulating the negative influence of anger 
on decision-making. They reported that the influence of anger differed greatly 
when comparing the inexperienced to the experienced self. Consider the 
following quotations: 
Inexperienced self: 
When I was younger, [the inexperience] was because I would lose a hand . 
Let's say we get it all in on the flop or turn and I had a monster [nearly 
unbeatable hand], and I lost the hand and I was the chip leader [had the 
most chips in the tournament]. I was out of a tournament within one 
rotation because I couldn't calm down after that .. . I raised the next 
hand .... I was angry. 
Experienced self: 
I can re-set myself very quick now. 
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Inexperienced self: 
It would take an hour [to recover from an angered state], maybe 5 
years ago. 
Experienced self: 
Even when I'm on tilt or lose control, it's not to the extent it was 6 or 7 
years ago. I might lose a little bit of control and get a little aggressive, but 
the thing is this: it lasts shorter now. The tilt and emotions, I get over it 
faster. I might get over it in 10-15 minutes. I'm able to get back to, get 
my focus back to play intelligently a lot quicker. 
De-sensitization: Repeated exposure 
One of the benefits of experience has been repeated exposure to situations 
that has de-sensitized participants to the normal emotional reaction associated 
with a predictor of anger. All participants reported that incurring bad beats has 
been easier to cope with now because they have experienced so many over the 
years. Consider the frequency with which de-sensitization was reported by 
different participants: 
Taking those beats over and over again kinda takes your shock, or 
emotion, kinda out of it. 
When you play online you see a lot of hands, and you don't, don't lose 
your emotions as quickly after a while. 
I think it's also the fact that you play hands you have opportunities for 
tilt more often, and you almost become numb to it a little bit and 
move on. Whereas when you haven't experienced the emotion before, it 
affects you a lot more. 
The first few times you're going through, you're playing for higher stakes, 
bluffing, the first time a guy gets your number and keeps re-raising .. . it 
[experience] just kind of dulls everything [emotionally]. 
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The more experience you have in the more situations you've seen, 
the more you can control emotions in those circumstances because 
you become less rattled. Bad beats don't get to you that easily. 
Let's just say your mom dies. Two weeks later your dad dies. Three weeks 
later your uncle dies. When you get to your uncle dying, you're more 
prepared for that loss ... you experience it (and) just become numb to it. 
Deeper knowledge 
Multiple participants reported feeling less angered as they accrued 
experience, in part because of a better understanding of poker. This led to a 
better understanding of the role of luck and a re-conceptualization of percentages 
that constituted a bad beat. This greatly reduced the number of angered 
episodes. 
It's part of the game, 80% is 80%, there's still a 20% chance you could 
lose. 
I would think 60-40 [percentage split on winning the hand before the 
flop, turn, or river] was a bad beat. Now that's, like, nothing. For 
example let's say the hand is king-7 and queen-6 and we both go all in 
and lose. Five years ago I would think that was a bad beat, now that's 
nothing at all. 
A consistent theme across most participants was more of an acceptance of 
the predictors of anger. More knowledge has allowed them to shift their focus 
from the outcome of a hand/tournament to the quality of their play, believing that 
high quality play will yield success over the long-term. 
I lost because of some draw or some weird thing that happened, but I was 
playing good and was right on the money. But right then and there I 
was ready to play again, I'm feeling good. A lot of it has to do with how I 
feel right after it happens. 
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Deeper knowledge of poker seemed to have contributed to a more mature 
outlook concerning the impact of the predictors of anger. Luck and bad beats 
were variables that contributed to the element of chance within poker; 
experienced players who accrued a deeper level of knowledge understand its 
role in poker. More inexperienced players do not have that level of understanding 
of chance. 
Track record of success 
Four participants reported that they remind themselves of their track record of 
success. This reflects a "Marathon mentality", which is a commonly used term 
across many domains, including distance running, rehabilitation, and poker, 
among others, whose core identifying characteristic is a long-term outlook 
(Schmalzried & Le Duff, 2008; Tendler, 201 0; Yassa, 2008). "Marathon mentality" 
is defined here as an acknowledgement of past success in the face of losses due 
to uncontrollable factors. Participants employed a long-term outlook by re-
focusing on the quality of their play, knowing that would produce more wins than 
losses over time, and de-emphasizing the impact of one loss at one moment in 
time. This minimized the presence and impact of frustration , anxiety, and anger. 
If I play long enough, I'm going to win money. So you don't get too 
high or get too low. Just kind of, kind of stay even keeled I guess. When I 
was, you know, 4, 5, 6, 7 years ago I would lose my emotions if I had a 
bad beat, 'I'm never playing poker again. Online poker is rigged .' I don't 
have that mentality anymore because of experience and that definitely 
helped my confidence knowing that if I lose a hand I could bounce back. 
Eventually the odds are going to go in my favor if I play long enough. 
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You realize that you just have to play the math, moreover you're going 
to win when you play those odds . 
.. . as long as you consider yourself a better player than the mean, it 
will all work to your advantage because everything good and bad pretty 
much ends up coming together. There is a mean. 
One explanation that accounts for the development of healthily coping with 
anger in poker may include a realistic ego that facilitates an honest assessment 
of one's role in poker outcomes (Palomaki et al., 2013). Further, a chronic 
external attributional state can limit one's development in acquiring deeper 
knowledge due to an unwillingness to examine one's role in poker outcomes. 
Six distinct emotions emerged from the data collected from pre-session 
interviews, poker sessions, and post-session interviews. There were similarities 
and differences found in the core definitions, predictors, impact on decision-
making, and coping behaviors across the emotions. Providing further depth into 
some of the similarities and differences will be covered in the next section. 
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CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION 
Multiple themes emerged from the analyzed data on the role of emotions 
influencing the decision-making process of intermediate poker players. These 
themes are reviewed below. 
Discussion of Findings in Response to Question One and Two: 
1. What emotions are reported by intermediate poker players? 
2. What are the poker-related predictors of the reported emotions? 
Six reported emotions emerged: Pride, excitement, happiness, anxiety, 
frustration, and anger. Each emotion was reported to have characteristics that 
were covered in the above section. The focus of this chapter will center on 
providing more context to the role of emotions influencing the decision-making 
process. 
Discussion of Findings in Response to Question Three: 
3. How do the reported emotions influence optimal decision-making? 
Three major themes emerged on the impact of emotions on decision-making 
in poker. The themes included the role of experience in influencing optimal 
decision-making, positive emotions influencing suboptimal decision-making, and 
negative emotion influencing optimal decision-making. 
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The role of experience in influencing optimal decision-making 
All participants reported that experience was defined by two major factors, 
one of which included repeated exposure to competitive situations that led to a 
de-sensitization to the impact of high intense emotional symptoms. The other 
major factor consisted of the development of domain-specific skill that led to 
three positive outcomes: More valid heuristics, better understanding of the role of 
luck in poker, and the formation of an effective coping method for the high 
intense emotions. 
Repeated exposure 
Five of the six reported emotions were found to negatively impact decision-
making. These emotions included pride, excitement, anxiety, frustration, and 
anger. Three of these five emotions were described as the only three high-
intense emotions, which were excitement, anxiety, and anger. For example, there 
were overt physical symptoms resulting from high intense physiological activity 
connected to both excitement (i.e. , "adrenaline") and anxiety (i.e ., "heart 
fluttered"), and there was a severe disruption in the process of optimal decision-
making during anger (i.e., mentally go to a "different place"). 
The three high intense emotions found in this study were shown to have the 
most pronounced impact on suboptimal decision-making. The other two emotions 
that influenced suboptimal decision-making were pride and frustration. All 
participants reported smaller losses during pride and frustration compared to the 
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three high-intense emotions. Participants also reported consistent success in 
coping with these two emotions through applying generic coping strategies that 
required little practice. For example, one participant reported the following 
problem focused coping strategy when coping with pride: 
Stop, stop doing this . Don't overdo it. 
There are multiple reasons why participants reported larger losses and more 
difficulty in active coping with excitement, anxiety, and anger compared to pride 
and frustration. Possible reasons will be presented in connection with anxiety and 
with anger. Excitement will be covered in the next section. 
A possible explanation for poor decision-making during anxiety consists of 
impaired executive attention, which is the ability to focus on task-relevant cues 
while suppressing task-irrelevant cues . Executive attention has been shown to 
explain individual differences in WM (DeCaro & Beilock, 201 0), which can be 
defined as a memory system that concurrently evaluates multiple pieces of 
information (Ericsson & Kintsch , 1995). Individuals with high WM capacity are 
more likely to focus their attention solely on task-relevant information compared 
to individuals lower in WM capacity, who are more likely to divide their attention 
between task-relevant and task-irrelevant cues (Beilock & DeCaro, 2007). 
Since this sample consisted of "plus" poker players, multiple participants 
probably exhibit high executive attention because more focus on task-relevant 
cues should yield better decisions compared to dividing attention between task-
relevant and task-irrelevant cues. Previous research suggests that individuals 
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high in WM capacity exposed to anxiety-provoking experiences are more prone 
to spread their attention to both task-relevant and task-irrelevant cues and 
experience failure at much higher rates than individuals low in WM capacity 
(Beilock & Carr; Gimming et al. , 2006). Participants in one study were exposed to 
a high and low pressure mathematical task, and high WM individuals scored 
higher than low WM individuals in the low pressure condition, but performance 
was about even between the two groups during the high pressure condition. This 
finding suggests that the most pronounced reduction in performance occurred 
during the high pressure condition for high WM individuals (Beilock & Carr, 
2005). The most plausible explanation for such a finding paralleled a finding in 
this study, in that an increase in worrisome thoughts characteristic of cognitive 
anxiety drew attention away from a focus on task-relevant cues. This then 
restricted conscious access to L T-WM, which is an extension of long-term 
memory that houses domain-specific information that can be used for decision-
making and/or to retrieve additional information from L TM (Ericsson & Kintsch, 
1995). 
All eight participants reported various types of worrisome thoughts that drew 
conscious resources away from attending to task-relevant cues. These 
worrisome thoughts included an excessive fear of following through on risky 
decisions and a focus on heightened somatic anxiety, among others. These 
types of thoughts resulted in considerable difficulty for participants to engage in 
optimal decision-making and to follow through on risky decisions made. This type 
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of profile was found in another study, where participants were exposed to a high 
and a low pressure condition during a reasoning task, and results indicated that 
the largest change in performance was during the high pressure condition for 
high WM individuals. The low WM individuals reported anxiety during the high 
pressure condition, just like the high WM individuals, which suggests that there 
may be differences in the influence of anxiety on reasoning processes (Gimming 
et al., 2006). High WM individuals may draw some focus toward the presence of 
cognitive anxiety and are more dependent on a superficial , heuristic-based 
thinking process that is termed the distraction account of failure (Beilock, 2008; 
DeCaro & Beilock, 201 0). 
One of the important limitations in the studies that formed the distraction 
account of failure was not employing a longitudinal design. If participants were 
studied across time, perhaps the intensity of anxiety would decrease while 
performance would improve. One of the potential reasons for such a change that 
was found in this study was continual exposure to emotion-provoking situations 
that would de-sensitize participants to their emotional impact. 
Experience in the form of domain-specific, repeated exposure de-sensitized 
participants' strong emotional reaction during emotion-inducing poker hands. The 
most common emotion that was reported due to de-sensitization was anger. 
Consider the following quotations: 
Taking those beats over and over again kinda takes your shock, or 
emotion, kinda out of it. 
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When you play online you see a lot of hands, and you don't, don't lose 
your emotions as quickly after a while. 
Participants reported that repeated exposure led to a more dulled, less-
intense emotional experience during times of anger. This is important because it 
should enhance one's executive attention ability, allowing better access to L T-
WM and contribute to a more comprehensive, detailed decision-making process. 
Participants experienced considerable difficulty in explaining how continual 
exposure led to a more dulled emotional experience. One such explanation can 
be found in opponent process theory. 
Opponent process theory argues that emotionally-driven situations have two 
sets of opposite components that each produce an emotion. The first component 
is the primary process, which is activated in response to a situation. For example, 
encountering a threatening stimulus would trigger fear. The second component is 
the opponent process, which contains an emotion that is the opposite of the 
emotion evoked during the primary process. After the threatening stimulus has 
subsided, fear is replaced with relief. Continual activation of a primary process 
emotion will activate its opposing emotion during the opponent process (Solomon 
& Corbit, 1974; Solomon, 1980). 
The primary process is activated and terminated relatively quickly, while the 
secondary process is much slower during activation and maintains a longer 
presence. Continual exposure to a stimulus does not usually alter the intensity or 
type of emotional response; instead, the opponent process is activated more 
quickly and terminates more slowly (Solomon, 1980). This profile is consistent 
124 
with habituation, or what was found in this study that was termed de-sensitization 
to an emotional experience due to consistent, repeated exposure (Sandvik, 
Diener, & Larsen, 1985). 
One type of finding in this study mirrors a tenet of opponent process theory in 
that continual exposure to the same situation that evoked anger did not alter the 
type of emotion experienced nor drastically reduce its intensity. Instead, the 
duration of the high-intense emotional response shortened , and the length of 
time the opposing emotion lengthened. For example, there was evidence of 
anger shortening in length for four participants, but not reducing much in 
intensity. 
Even when I'm on tilt or lose control. .. it lasts shorter now. The tilt and 
emotions, I get over it faster. I might get over it in 10-15 minutes. I'm 
able to ... get my focus back to play intelligently a lot quicker. 
I can re-set myself very quick now. 
There are physiological and psychological mechanisms underlying such a 
change. A possible psychological mechanism could include improved coping that 
can become automated over time (Bargh & Williams, 2007). Situations that elicit 
excitement, anxiety, or anger may more easily trigger coping mechanisms that 
have been previously used in similar situations. The continued application of 
coping behaviors may reduce the amount of effort used in order to be activated . 
Because participants reported a lack of active coping with anger, perhaps 
repeated exposure enhanced the intensity and duration of the opponent process, 
which may have facilitated unconscious coping behaviors that may have 
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enhanced the impact of the opponent process. Continuously employing more 
active, conscious forms of coping may accelerate this process and facilitate an 
improved emotional profile that can promote optimal decision-making. 
Domain-specific knowledge 
The other critical feature of experience was defined by enhanced domain-
specific knowledge. Poker is a "large world" domain, which means that decision-
making occurs without the benefit of precise probabilities of all potential actions 
(Siler, 201 0), or during emotionally-charged situations (Palomaki et al., 2012a; 
2012b; 2013). "Large world" situations violate basic principles of rational decision 
theory and instead rely on the use of "shortcuts", or heuristics, as the principle 
method of decision-making. A fundamental idea of heuristics is that they can be 
modified, provided the individual actively reflects on previous competitive 
situations (Ericsson, 2006; Kahneman, 2003; Payne, Bettman, & Jonson, 2003). 
Participants reported that engaging in deliberate practice enhanced their poker-
relevant knowledge by reading poker books, watching educational videos, talking 
to other players, and reflecting back on past experiences. This provided 
participants with a blueprint for storing more domain-specific information in L T-
WM, which may not be consciously accessed during a high-intense emotional 
experience due to a lower executive attention ability (Beilock & DeCaro, 2005; 
2007; Beilock & Gray, 2007; Beilock et al., 2004; Gimming et al., 2006). A 
heuristic-based, quicker, seemingly superficial decision-making process unfolds. 
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This may not severely impede optimal decision-making if one possesses a high 
level of knowledge characteristic of an expert-type thinker because experts tend 
to perform well when relying on their intuition (Klein, 2003). 
One of the consistent themes reported across six participants was the role of 
domain-specific knowledge in facilitating effective coping strategies. The most 
common strategy reported was what is referred to as the "Marathon mentality", 
which is a commonly used term in other competitive domains (Schmalzried & Le 
Duff, 2008; Tendler, 2010; Yasso, 2008). "Marathon mentality" was defined in 
this study as a long-term outlook that emphasizes the quality of one's play and 
de-emphasizes an outcome of one poker hand . 
. . . as long as you consider yourself a better player than the mean, it will 
all work to your advantage, because everything good and bad pretty 
much ends up coming together. There is a mean. 
Participants focused on controllable aspects of poker play and accepted 
uncontrollable aspects of poker, most notably luck. This led to considerably more 
productive coping patterns with anger. The most popular reported predictor of 
anger was incurring a bad beat, which led the less-knowledgeable, inexperienced 
self to react through the typical action tendency of "chasing", which refers to a 
coping style aimed to correct an unjust balance of fairness . "Chasing" led to the 
most severe monetary losses compared to all other emotions. A potential reason 
for such a finding may include a feeling of being cheated out of what was 
rightfully theirs, resulting in a need to restore a sense of fairness because they 
are "owed" a win. Additionally, poker players may "chase" in order to gain a 
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positive emotional state (Palomaki et al., 2013). Engaging in "chasing" is a 
suboptimal decision-making strategy because it draws conscious attention away 
from evaluating task-relevant cues and shifts attention to eliminating the anger by 
attacking the perceived source (MacKuen et al., 2005). 
Repeated EX--7 DEE~Better access to LT-WM 
EXP< ~Iter DM---l> Coping: "MM" 
DSK HEUR~ 
Figure 7. The role of experience in decision-making . 
Note. EXP = Experience; EX = Exposure; DEE = Dulled emotional experience; 
L T-WM =Long-term working memory; DSK =Domain-specific skill; HEUR = 
More informed heuristics; "MM" = Marathon mentality; OM = Decision-making 
Acquiring more domain-specific knowledge directly contributed to optimal 
decision-making during times of excitement, anxiety, and anger due to the 
application of more valid heuristics when access to L T-WM was restricted, 
leading to higher profit margins. Consistently higher profit margins contributed to 
a "Marathon mentality" when incurring losses due to uncontrollable aspects of 
poker that led to anger, which minimized the act of "chasing". 
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Positive emotions influencing suboptimal decision-making 
Excitement 
One finding that deviated from previous research on emotions in poker was 
that positive emotions influenced suboptimal decision-making. Two such 
emotions were found in this study, which included excitement and pride. Five 
participants reported that the positive emotion of excitement contributed to a 
suboptimal decision-making process due to a pre-session positive emotion , 
"catching", a big win, playing against a verbose opponent. The two critical ideas 
concerning the negative impact of excitement on decision-making was the 
connection between physiological activity and cognitive functioning, and the 
unique demands of the predictor of "catching". 
Excitement was reported to activate high levels of physiological activity 
through self-reports of feeling "amped up" and of increased "adrenaline". 
Heightened levels of physiological activity has been shown to impair WM 
capacity (Darke, 1988) due to activation of the stress hormone norepinephrine in 
the limbic system that overexcites the hippocampus, which is thought to be a 
primary brain area involved in various types of memory (Gluck, Mercado, & 
Myers, 2014). This may restrict access to L T-WM and lead to a heuristic-based 
thinking (Pham, 2007). 
The most consistent predictor of excitement that was reported was "catching" 
a big hand, which shared some similarity with anxiety in that it presented during a 
hand and was eliminated at completion of the hand. This short duration, high-
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intense positive emotion increased autonomic nervous system activity in the form 
of increased heart rate, blood pressure, and skin conductance activity, along with 
a positive subjective evaluation of the emotion. 
A fundamental idea during "catching" was that participants anticipated winning 
the hand. Anticipation of winning incited physiological activity that participants 
identified as excitement, which has been found in other research (Ladouceur et 
al., 2003; Wulfert et al., 2005; Wulfert et al. , 2008). Non-problem gamblers who 
wagered real money on horse races produced higher levels of physiological 
activity and subjective excitement during the race compared to a control group 
who simply chose the winner, with physiological activity and subjective 
excitement increasing with higher amounts of bets and expected payoffs (Wulfert 
et al., 2005; Wulfert et al., 2008). A similar finding was uncovered in another 
study using video lottery play, and self-reports from participants in the 
experimental group revealed that the anticipation of winning money, and not 
winning money itself, led to excitement (Ladouceur et al., 2003). 
A feature of "catching" that was not uncovered in this study was continued 
"catching" within a poker session that would most likely lead to increased profits 
for that poker session. "Catching" while winning a poker session could then lead 
to continued, elevated levels of physiological activity that poker players could 
interpret as excitement. This type of phenomena has been uncovered within the 
gambling literature, as consistently increased levels of physiological activity was 
found while winning a gambling session (Coventry & Hudson, 2001; Wulfert et 
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al., 2005; Wulfert et al. , 2008). Poker players may be more prone to experiencing 
excitement while "catching" on a winning streak, and those episodes may be 
more intense compared to not winning. Also, the traditional casino environment 
may facilitate higher levels of physiological activity that participants may interpret 
as excitement while playing (Anderson & Brown, 1984; Meyer et al., 2000). This 
would further predispose poker players to experiencing higher levels of 
excitement that may reduce their perception of coping resources. 
The presence of excitement may inhibit optimal decision-making for less 
experienced poker players because of a poor knowledge base that results in 
invalid heuristics and produces a visceral cognitive response to the excitement 
due to a lack of habituation. A poker-related predictor that presents within a hand 
and terminates at its completion, such as "catching", may be viewed as more 
difficult with which to cope, possibly exacerbating the intensity of excitement and 
its negative impact on decision-making. 
Pride 
Multiple participants reported feeling prideful because they, not necessarily 
their card holdings, dictated what situations they played. Participants reported 
that acquiring more domain-specific knowledge allowed them to better 
understand a myriad of poker-related decision-making variables beyond basic 
poker considerations (St. Germain, 2009), which helped to promote more 
personal control. According to ATF (Lerner & Keltner, 2000; 2001 ), uncertainty 
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and degree of control are two determinants of assessing risk with monetary 
consequences. Individuals who become the aggressor by exploiting 
advantageous situations that are only partly (or sometimes not at all) dependent 
on card holdings translates to more personal control over the competitive 
situation. However, two participants reported a lower level of control when 
experiencing pride that led to suboptimal decision-making. 
Pride was found to carry both a positive and a negative connotation . The 
positive-type of pride, or what is typically referred to as prosocial pride (Tracy, 
2007), was reported by four participants. Prosocial pride was found to contribute 
to higher levels of confidence, which manifested in less second-guessing of 
decisions and a higher level of self-trust. These participants also reported 
personal development of the poker self through reading poker books and 
reflecting on past successes and failures, among others. This contributed to 
better decision-making over time and to the development of the "Marathon 
mentality". 
The negative-type of pride was connected to a theme of poor decision-making 
for two participants because it led to an overestimation of one's ability and/or an 
underestimation of opponent ability. This is reflective of a debilitative positive 
emotional state termed "Arrogant confidence" that compromised optimal 
decision-making and contributed to an overly-loose decision-making style termed 
"Arrogant aggressiveness". 
The critical issue concerns why only a couple of participants reported 
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"Arrogant confidence". According to Lazarus (1991 ), pride presents when one 
. takes credit for success in a situation that enhances one's sense of self. The 
common thread that was found to be distinct between these two participants 
concerned their definition of success. These two participants reported that 
success was partly defined in comparison to others instead of a more process-
oriented outlook that de-emphasizes social evaluation and reflects personal 
development. 
The negative-type pride state is typically referred to as hubristic pride, which 
is connected to a distorted sense of self by suppressing shame and exaggerating 
one's involvement and/or success in valued situations (Tracy & Robins, 2004 ). 
This leads to an overly negative internal self and an overly idealized outward self 
(Tracy, 2007). Displacing responsibility for failure is a staple of hubristic pride as 
well, which serves to maintain one's sense of self while promoting a narcissistic-
type mentality (Tracy & Robins, 2004 ). 
"Arrogant confidence" may be nothing more than hubristic pride and poker-
specific narcissism. The two participants who reported "Arrogant confidence" 
were found through peer nominations, and both were reported to be marginal 
winning players. One participant reported a lack of thoughts connected to 
personal development through self-reflection of past failures, while the other 
participant reported successes that did not match the peer-nominated reference . 
Again, both participants also reported pride due in part to social 
evaluation/success in comparison to others, which may reflect a negative internal 
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self and a need to project a more confident outward self. There did exist some 
evidence of narcissistic-type tendencies within each participant, and they both 
reported a "Marathon mentality" when coping with bad beats that incited anger. 
There may be a real, authentic "Marathon mentality" connected to individuals 
who display prosocial pride, and a disingenuous "Marathon mentality" reported 
by individuals who display hubristic pride. 
Overly idealized outward self 
Hubristic pride/"AC" 
External attribution for failure 
Figure 8. Outline of "Arrogant Confidence" 
Note. SOS = Sense of self; AC = Arrogant confidence 
It can be argued that aggressiveness is a necessary form of effective 
decision-making in poker (Brunson, 2003), and that having an ego can facilitate 
optimal poker play. Perhaps poker is a competitive domain that attracts 
individuals with a certain level of arrogance, and poker players who display 
arrogance are predisposed to continue playing. There may be a fine line between 
prosocial pride and hubristic pride, and having a healthy ego versus displaying 
narcissism. 
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Negative emotion influencing optimal decision-making 
Another finding that deviated from previous research on emotions influencing 
decision-making in poker was that the negative emotion of anxiety can influence 
optimal decision-making. Most participants reported that the presence of 
cognitive anxiety compromised executive attention ability, thorough cognitive 
evaluations, and the ability to follow through on risky decisions made. The most 
accomplished player of the sample reported thoughts characteristic of cognitive 
anxiety while concurrently reporting deep level poker thinking that reflected an 
acute awareness of poker-relevant cues. The critical difference between his 
cognitive anxiety and the cognitive anxiety reported by other participants was that 
it was pervasive: This participant reported many thoughts throughout the poker 
session characteristic of cognitive anxiety in the midst of seemingly mundane 
decisions. A preponderance of his reported thoughts during the poker session 
began with poker-related environmental cues, which included betting patterns, 
table image, and position of opponents, followed by short phrases, such as, 
"that's scary". He seemed to be acutely aware of poker-related external cues and 
was consistently reporting high level thoughts that represented deep access to 
L T-WM. Other participants generally restricted the duration of cognitive anxiety to 
one hand, inhibiting their ability to interpret retrieval cues in L T-WM. 
This participant reported that his language during the poker session reflected 
a normal internal dialogue. The sheer amount of cognitive anxiety-type thoughts 
reported during the poker session may reflect a core value of the self, which is a 
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motivation to avoid failure through constant identification of potential threats, and 
not strive for success. If avoiding failure is as important, or more important, than 
striving for success, then a strategy termed defensive pessimism can be helpful. 
Defensive pessimism is defined as an anticipatory pre-performance strategy 
highlighted by setting low expectations and identifying strategies to overcome 
obstacles that block potential success. This is a type of mindset wherein past 
successes are minimized and expectations are lowered prior to engaging in a 
competitive situation to protect the ego should failure occur. Defensive 
pessimists tend to be successful as long as they can use their preferred 
strategies, and performance plummets when they are forced to adopt a more 
optimistic mindset (Norem & Cantor, 1986). 
A similarity between a finding with this participant and with defensive 
pessimism is a continual presence of anxiety due to a constant identification of 
potential threats that could compromise potential success. This type of thinking 
helps to facilitate motivation, fueling high effort levels to ensure success by 
thinking through bad scenarios and planning preventative action (Norem & 
Illingworth, 2004). Strategies of thinking through worst-case scenarios serves to 
manage anxiety (Norem, 2001 ), and the ongoing presence of anxiety serves as 
evidence that they must exert more effort in order to succeed (Sanna, 1996). 
Defensive pessimists employ coping strategies before competition. Most of 
the other participants reported coping after a competitive situation. Perhaps this 
participant copes not after the situation like most of the other participants, but 
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during poker hands yet before the outcome. The multitude of worrisome-type 
thoughts characteristic of cognitive anxiety may be a preemptive coping 
mechanism to guard against the various poor potential outcomes. This may have 
an ancillary benefit of recovery from potential negative emotional states resulting 
from poor outcomes of poker hands. This claim is further substantiated by the 
participant reporting very little use of problem-focused coping and no application 
of emotion-focused coping after hands were complete. 
While the ongoing presence of cognitive anxiety may have a benefit in 
facilitating heightened external cue awareness and deep access to one's 
memory and reasoning processes (Marcus et al., 2000; Tiedens & Linton, 2001 ), 
there may be a downside. This participant also reported that he played overly 
tight for over one year because he felt as though opponents would always make 
a better hand when the three community "flop" cards were turned face up . 
.. . it caused me to play differently. I always felt like my opponents were 
going to out-flop me every hand. Early in a tournament I'd raise and 
just think, he flopped two pair or a set just because later on in the 
tournaments we'd get it in pre-flop and they'd flop sets [three of a 
kind]. That would kinda affect my early round play in the next couple 
tournaments just thinking my opponents were killing every flop. I was 
super-tight because I always thought I was getting out-flopped. 
A chronic, pervasive mentality characteristic of cognitive anxiety may carry 
easily accessible memories about past situations where he failed , and serve as a 
reminder for the likelihood of future anxiety-provoking situations. This type of 
mindset may lead to an overly safe decision-making style noted in the above 
quotation, perhaps connecting to the idea of defensive pessimism by striving to 
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avoid failure and not strive to achieve success. This may limit this participant's 
ability to engage in optimal decision-making by following through on correct 
decisions made, evidenced by his extended losing streak and the following 
admission during the poker session: 
Pretty sure if I just bet every time everyone showed weakness I'd be up for 
the session instead of playing big pots with the second best hand. 
This quotation was followed by another one which presented about 10 
minutes later: 
I wanna be up against a big pair and crack 'em, but, umm, that's not 
flopping anything, ever. So that strategy isn't working . So maybe I should 
change that. 
According to ATF (Lerner & Keltner, 2000; 2001 ), uncertainty and degree of 
control are two determinants of assessing risk with monetary consequences. This 
potential continual loop of worry could serve as a constant reminder of a lack of 
control over the current situation ("I've lost in these situations in the past, and it's 
probably going to happen again"), then reacting by over-valuing opponent card 
holdings and choosing a low risk/low reward decision option when a higher risk 
decision was deemed to be optimal. Conversely, an argument could be made 
that this type of mindset helps in identifying retrieval cues and in accessing 
appropriate information in L T-WM. Perhaps there is a benefit to cognitive anxiety 
for this participant when the perceived risk is fairly low, making it easier to follow 
through on decisions made. 
APS 
Easily accessible ME~ ~SFM 
PF~ 
DP-7Cognitive anxiety 
Heightened external CA ~ 
More valid decisions 
Thorough cognitive PRO .?! 
Figure 9. Positive and negative impact of anxiety on decision-making 
Note. DP = Defensive pessimism; MEM = Memories; APS = Anxiety-provoking 
situations; PF =Previous failures ; SFM =Overly safe, fearful decision-making ; 
CA = Cue awareness; PRO = Processing 
Limitations and directions of future research 
This study had several limitations that should be addressed in future research. 
These limitations include playing for "play" money, collecting data from each 
participant only once, and studying a uniform sample. Constructing future 
research while improving these structural limitations would allow for enhanced 
levels of validity and advance the field of emotions mediating decision-making in 
poker. 
Money was reported to mediate the intensity of many emotional states during 
the interviews, and there was a lack of quality "emotional" information derived 
from the poker play sessions. Participants attributed this to playing for "play" 
money, and not for real money, and past gambling research has found that the 
anticipation of winning money is the perceived cause of high intense emotions 
(Ladouceur et al. , 2003; Wulfert et al. , 2005; Wulfert et al. , 2008). Future studies 
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examining poker play sessions should focus solely on playing for real money that 
should produce real, authentic emotions. 
Participants only engaged in one online poker session and were interviewed 
the same day. Research on the coping process mandates a longitudinal design 
wherein issues of change within an individual can only be studied across time, 
and stability within those changes can be tracked (Lazarus, 1999). Future 
research employing naturalistic poker play for real money should use multiple 
poker sessions in order to better study the role of emotions and coping. 
Participants reported that they were "plus" poker players, or those poker 
players who have won more money than they have lost in their career. Even 
though about 5-20% of the online poker playing population consists of "plus" 
players (Siler, 201 0), nearly all of the participants in this study were marginal 
winning players and have never been full-time professional poker players. Future 
studies should compare/contrast potential emotional and/or coping differences in 
different stratum of "plus" poker players. 
Future content-related directions of research 
The findings derived from this research study suggest numerous content-
related areas of future research. These areas include the role of positive 
emotions influencing suboptimal decision-making, negative emotion influencing 
optimal decision-making, and the role of experience in promoting more healthy 
coping behaviors. Examining multiple variables within these three content-related 
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areas would help advance our understanding of the role of emotions in decision-
making in poker. 
Hubristic pride, or what the researcher termed "Arrogant confidence", is 
connected to a distorted sense of self that is maintained through a poor 
attributional style for success and failure, which is a profile consistent with 
narcissism (Tracy, 2007; Tracy & Robins, 2004 ). Two participants reported 
multiple thoughts connected to a hot streak of cards and reported other 
narcissistic-type tendencies indicative of hubristic pride. Both of these 
participants also reported a "Marathon mentality" when coping with bad beats 
that incited frustration or anger. This presents the notion that a chronic use of a 
"Marathon mentality" may actually serve to maintain one's distorted sense of self 
and preserve the existence of "Arrogant confidence". This may serve as an entry 
point for interventions for individuals who display "Arrogant confidence". Its 
meaning should be uncovered before attempting to alter it and shift one to a 
more healthy mindset, particularly if one has accrued an extensive amount of 
experience while using "Arrogant confidence". 
Excitement was the other emotion that was found to inhibit optimal decision-
making mainly due to the presence of "tells" and in restricting access to L T -WM, 
blocking one's ability to engage in thorough cognitive processing and promoting 
more of a reliance on heuristic-based thinking. The poker-related predictor that 
was reported by all five participants who reported excitement was "catching" a 
hand that they perceived would be a winning hand. The anticipation of winning 
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the hand was the critical factor in inciting symptoms connected to excitement. 
The excitement would subside considerably once the hand was complete. The 
unique feature of "catching" may exacerbate difficulties in direct coping methods; 
predictors that extend across multiple poker hands may be more easy with which 
to cope (i.e. , walk away from the table) compared to a predictor that presents 
during a hand and terminates at completion of that hand. Regardless, active 
coping with high intense emotions, such as excitement, should be a focus of next 
research steps and of poker consultants and poker players. Perhaps leveraging 
successful coping experiences, inside or outside of poker, by constructing a cue 
word or phrase to represent that experience could prove helpful. Also, future 
research into the potential mechanisms underlying a passive approach to coping 
with high-intense emotions could help inform strategies to coping with high-
intense emotions. 
Most of the content of the interviews centered on the impact of emotion on 
suboptimal decision-making. While there was some discussion on happiness and 
pride facilitating optimal decision-making, there was not enough content focused 
on this topic. Future researchers, poker consultants, and poker players should 
focus more attention on proactively entering emotional zones that facilitate 
optimal decision-making instead of solely focusing on reacting to the debilitating 
impact of negative emotional zones. Critical identifying characteristics that can 
more personalize the meaning of good emotional zones, which may include what 
it feels and looks like, could produce images and cue words that can be used 
142 
before and during poker sessions to proactively enter optimal emotional zones. 
This could expedite one's development into a "plus" player, which could influence 
the healthy presence of a "Marathon mentality" that can limit the presence and 
intensity of frustration, anxiety, and anger due to bad beats and a losing streak. 
Cognitive anxiety is usually detrimental for performance (Martens et al., 
1990), particularly in domains like poker where there exists a high decisional 
demand (Landers & Arent, 2006). The chronic presence of cognitive anxiety was 
found to facilitate optimal decision-making for one participant. The role of 
defensive pessimism in maintaining the ongoing presence of cognitive anxiety 
that was facilitative for optimal decision-making should be an area of research in 
the future. The role of one's personality in the development and maintenance of 
defensive pessimism could help inform intervention options to help mitigate the 
impact of continued overly safe decision-making, which was found to occur in this 
study when on a losing streak. The participant who reported defensive 
pessimistic tendencies admitted that the losing streak was intensified due to his 
acknowledgement that opponents were constantly making better hands than him 
on the "flop" (the first three community cards flipped face up). Constructing the 
personal meaning of defensive pessimism and its potential use beyond poker 
could help inform intervention strategies as well. 
Summary 
Because there has been little research on the impact of emotions on decision-
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making in poker, multiple findings can further inform the field and help shape 
future directions for researchers, poker players, and poker consultants. While the 
impact of frustration and anger on decision-making has been found in previous 
research (Palomaki et al. , 2012a, 2012b, 2013), the presence of pride, 
happiness, excitement, and anxiety are new emotions that were found to impact 
decision-making in poker. There were several themes uncovered within these six 
emotions that are covered below. 
The positive emotions of pride and excitement were found to inhibit optimal 
decision-making. Excitement was reported to increase autonomic nervous 
system activity, which has been connected to poor access to memory due to an 
overexcited hippocampus (Gluck et al. , 2014), leading to a preference toward 
judgmental heuristics (Pham, 2007) that severely inhibited optimal decision-
making early in participants' careers due to limited poker-specific knowledge. 
Excitement was reported to be a short-duration emotion , making it more difficult 
with which to cope. This factor only underscores the importance of recognizing its 
presence, then develop and enact a coping plan. Various emotion-focused and 
problem-focused coping plans could be helpful , but more research should be 
done before any recommendations are made. 
Pride, unlike excitement, seemed to be a more complex emotion. Pride led to 
"Arrogant confidence", which can be defined as an inflated level of self-efficacy 
that contributes to an underestimation of opponent ability, leading to "Arrogant 
aggressiveness". Two participants reported "Arrogant confidence", and both 
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defined success in comparison to others. This is connected to an unhealthy type 
of pride termed hubristic pride (Tracy & Robins, 2004 ), which can be defined as a 
negative sense of self-worth and a positive outward projection of the self, and in 
giving the self too much credit for success while externalizing blame for personal 
failure (Tracy, 2007). This profile is closely connected to narcissism, suggesting 
that "Arrogant confidence" may be nothing more than a poker-specific form of 
narcissism. It can be argued that having an ego promotes successful decision-
making in poker through displaying aggressiveness, which is a necessary skill for 
effective decision-making in poker (Brunson , 2003). However, there may be a 
fine line between having a healthy ego (via displaying prosocial pride) and having 
an unhealthy ego (via displaying hubristic pride). The defining factor that was 
uncovered in this study was how participants defined success: A process-
oriented approach promoted prosocial pride, while an outcome-oriented 
approach promoted hubristic pride. The reasons for how participants defined 
success may be far more complex and were outside the scope of this study. This 
suggests that interventions for individuals who display "Arrogant confidence" may 
need to be multi-faceted to accommodate the complex nature of hubristic pride. 
Another finding that deviated from previous research on decision-making in 
poker was that anxiety was found to promote optimal decision-making for one 
participant. He continually reported both a deep level of poker-related thinking 
and defensive, fearful-type thoughts characterized by a level of uncertainty about 
future opponent actions, even during low-risk situations. One plausible 
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explanation for this type of thought process can be found in a concept termed 
defensive pessimism, which is defined as a pre-performance strategy wherein 
one sets low expectations and outlines specific strategies for overcoming 
obstacles blocking potential success (Norem & Cantor, 1986). Perhaps this 
participant displays defensive pessimism, and his thoughts during poker hands 
could be a pre-outcome coping strategy to guard against the various poor 
potential outcomes that may have a benefit of heightening external cue 
awareness and facilitating access to one's memory and reasoning processes 
(Tiedens & Linton, 2001; Marcus et al., 2000). This would help explain the 
confounding nature of his thinking that contained both deep-level poker thoughts 
in the midst of continual worrisome, fearful thoughts . However, this mindset may 
limit one's ability to follow through on decisions made. 
This participant admitted that a losing streak of nearly one year led to an 
extended, overly-tight decision-making style wherein he would continually fold or 
check when he should have bet. There did exist evidence of this phenomena 
during the poker session for this participant. The most likely outcome of 
defensive pessimism-related anxiety is that it motivates individuals who frame 
negative thoughts (avoid failure) compared to those who frame thoughts 
positively (embrace success), but it can contribute to poor decision-making 
through overly safe, risk-limited decisions. Poker players should be aware of their 
pre-competitive anxiety levels and in how they frame their language. This could 
lead to an awareness of a predisposition to the continual presence of anxiety that 
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may need to be limited during times of extended losing streaks, and other 
specific predictors that lead to overly safe actions. Uncovering the meaning 
behind defensive pessimism, and how pervasively it is used across different life 
domains, could help in constructing coping plans to combat it during times of 
overly safe decision-making. 
Accruing more experience led to a reduction in the incidence and duration of 
high-intense negative emotions. The variables that most likely contributed to this 
change were an increase in domain-specific knowledge, de-sensitization to 
multiple predictors of high-intense emotions (such as bad beats), and a 
"Marathon Mentality" that is marked by a focus on the quality of one's play and a 
concurrent acknowledgement of past success in the face of poor outcomes due 
to uncontrollable factors (i.e ., luck). Two participants who reported characteristics 
consistent with "Arrogant confidence" also reported a "Marathon mentality" that 
may serve as a poor attributional style to preserve their distorted sense of self. 
There may exist a real, authentic "Marathon mentality" that represents true 
progress toward intermediate or expert-type thinking, and there may exist a fake, 
disingenuous "Marathon mentality" that may serve to limit one's development 
through a refusal to accept responsibility for continual poor decisions made. 
The six emotions of pride, happiness, excitement, anxiety, frustration , and 
anger were found in this study. The more important concepts that poker 
researchers , players, and consultants should take away are the reasons for the 
presence of such emotions and individuals' reactions to them. This could inform 
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coping strategies that can facilitate more access to poker-relevant information in 
L T-WM and promote optimal decision-making . 
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Appendix A: 
Think-Aloud Instructions 
I will start by familiarizing you with the procedure for giving verbal reports. We 
are interested in knowing your thoughts as you come up with the answers to the 
problems in this experiment. In order to do this, I am going to ask you to think 
aloud as you work on the answers to some practice questions. What I mean by 
think aloud is that I want you to say your thoughts out loud from the moment you 
finish hearing a practice question until you say the final answer. I would like you 
to talk aloud as much as you comfortably can during that time. Don't try to plan 
or explain what you say. Just act as if you are alone and speaking to yourself. 
Keep talking while you are coming up with the answer to each question. If you 
are silent for a long time, I'll remind you to think aloud . Do you understand what I 
would like you to do? We will begin with a practice question. First, listen to the 
question, then answer it as soon as you can. Are you ready? 
Please name ten animals that live in the zoo. 
Good. Did you have any other thoughts as you came up with the answer 
to this question? I want you to think those thoughts out loud as they occur to 
you. Don't explain your thoughts to someone else! Just say what you are 
thinking--even if it doesn't always seem grammatical or you're afraid that it won't 
make sense! Listen to the next question and try to think of the answer as soon 
as you can! Are you ready? 
What is the sixth letter after 8? 
Thank you. Chances are that the letter "H" didn't immediately occur to you after 
hearing the question . You probably had to go through several steps to find the 
answer. Had you summarized your thinking during the last question rather than 
reporting the sequence of actual thoughts aloud, you might have said that you 
found the letter H by counting through the alphabet. But, when people solve this 
problem out loud, they usually say a sequence of individual letters, such as B, 
then C, D, E, F, and G, before the answer H. Because we are interested in 
knowing the thoughts you had as you answered the question, we wish to have 
the most accurate, detailed report of thoughts as possible, instead of a summary 
of those thoughts. 
One more point about reporting sequences of thoughts: If I asked you "Which is 
the third letter following A," you might try to think of something and come up with 
D. You might remember thinking of A and then D, but feel unsure of whether 
some thought occurred in between. In that case, you'd only report A and D. 
Only if you are confident of a thought should you report it. Don't report unclear 
thoughts or thoughts you think that you should have while answering this kind of 
question-even if you didn't. 
Let's do another question. Think aloud while you generate the answer. Are you 
ready? I'm going to show you a dot grid and ask you to tell me how many dots in 
the grid . 
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(Experimenter--Present the 27-dot grid and ask "How many dots are there"?) 
• • • • • • • • • 
• • • • • • • • • 
• • • • • • • • • 
Thank you. Can you recall any other thoughts? Any questions? (Experimenter. 
If the subject doesn't clearly verbalize their computational steps while making the 
report, show the grid again and as them to restate their think aloud report as an 
actual account of their thoughts while answering the question.) 
Thank you. Here is the last/another practice problem before we begin the main 
experiment. (Experimenter. At this point decide whether or not to use extra 
practice problems. Ask for questions following the final practice problem.) Please 
remember to think aloud as you answer it. 
How many months begin with the letter J? 
Thank you . We will now begin the main experiment/do another practice problem. 
EXTRA PRACTICE TRIALS 
1 . What is the fifth letter before M? 
Control conditions: 
Now you know how to give verbal reports. Verbal reports are an important 
source of data in psychological research, but because you are in a control 
condition, you will not be asked to report your thoughts during this experiment. 
We will now discuss the actual experiment. 
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Appendix B: 
First e-mail 
Hello (name): 
My name is Alex Walsh. I am a doctoral student at Boston University in Sport 
Psychology. I am conducting my dissertation on decision making in poker. 
You will first be interviewed for about one hour. Then, you will play online poker 
for fake money on your usual poker website, playing your usual variations of no 
limit texas hold 'em. While you play, you will be instructed to speak your thoughts 
out loud; not explain them, just verbalize them. There will be a tape recorder on 
the opposite of the mouse next to the computer to record your thoughts. There 
will also be a video recorder over your shoulder to serve as a backup/check for 
the tape recorder. During play, you will be required to circle a number between 1-
9 that indicates your emotional level at that moment. This will occur every 10 
minutes. Once the session is complete, we will review certain points of the poker 
session. This should take about 45 minutes. 
Attached to this e-mail is a one-page questionnaire about your poker playing 
experience. There are certain qualifications that are necessary for anyone who 
will participate in the study. This form should take about two minutes to complete. 
If you are interested, e-mail me back at alexwalshstrength@yahoo.com and 
attach the Poker Experience Questionnaire. I will send you a reply e-mail 
informing you whether you qualified for the study, and if so, I will attach about 3 
pages of information to read through. Thank you. 
Alex Walsh 
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Appendix C: 
Second e-mail 
Hello (insert name): 
Thank you for your interest. You have qualified for the study. There is a 
document attached to this e-mail. It is called an informed consent form. This 
document highlights your rights as a research participant. Read through it 
carefully, and take as much time as you need before deciding whether you will 
participate in the study. 
Call me with any questions/concerns at all , at 978-660-0889. E-mail or call with 
your decision about participation in the study. If you decide to participate, we can 
talk about a day to conduct the poker session and interview. Thank you . 
Alex Walsh 
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Appendix D: 
Second e-mail 
Hello (insert name): 
Thank you for your interest. Unfortunately, you do not meet the qualifications for 
participation in this study. Thank you for your interest. 
Respectfully, 
Alex Walsh 
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Appendix E: 
Informed Consent Form 
Boston University 
School of Education 
2 Silber Way 
Boston, MA 
02215 
Decision Making in Poker 
You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Alex Walsh, 
MA, Ed.D. candidate, and Adam Naylor, Ed.D, at Boston University. Your 
participation is voluntary. You should read the information below, and ask 
questions about anything you do not understand, before deciding whether to 
participate. Please take as much time as you need to read the consent form. You 
may also decide to discuss participation with your family or friends. If you decide 
to participate, you will be asked to sign this form. You will be given a copy of this 
form. 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
The study will examine what decisions you make while playing no limit texas 
hold 'em online for play money. 
STUDY PROCEDURES 
If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to play one 
session of online poker. In order to participate in this study, you will be 
interviewed for about one hour. Then, you will play your variations of no limit 
texas hold 'em on your usual poker website for fake money. You will be asked to 
think aloud your thoughts while playing the poker session. Your think aloud 
thoughts will be recorded in two ways: A tape recording device, which will be on 
the opposite side of your laptop, and a video recorder, which will be located 
behind you. It is important that the poker session be video recorded, so it will not 
be possible to play the poker session without it being video recorded. Also, you 
will fill out a simple emotions sheet on a scale of 1-9. This will take place every 
10 minutes during the poker session. You will then take a break for as long as 
you need. Then, you will be interviewed about important parts of the poker 
154 
session. This should take about 45 minutes. Your total participation in this study 
will take about 5-6 hours. 
You will be contacted by Alex Walsh within a month after the poker session 
and interview. The reason for this contact is to confirm the accuracy of the data 
that was collected during the poker session and interview. 
POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
There may be an anticipated risk, in that the act of verbally reporting your 
thoughts, and/or filling out the continuum, could temporarily distract you from the 
poker session . 
POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO PARTICIPANTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY 
You may or may not benefit from taking part in this study. Possible benefits 
may include: (1) Understanding some of the thoughts that you previously were 
not aware of, (2) noticing the frequency of certain thoughts, and/or (3) engaging 
in the think aloud may prevent you from going into lapses of little to no thinking, 
or going on "auto-pilot" . 
It is anticipated that the benefits to society include a better understanding of 
how skilled poker players make decisions in a variety of competitive situations 
typically found in no limit texas hold 'em. 
PAYMENT/COMPENSATION FOR PARTICIPATION 
You will not be paid for participating in this research study. 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
Any identifiable information obtained in connection with this study will remain 
confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as required by law. 
The members of the research team and the Boston University Institutional 
Review Board (IRS) may access the data. The IRS reviews and monitors 
research studies to protect the rights and welfare of research subjects. 
Information from this study and study records may be reviewed and 
photocopied by the sponsor, the institution and by regulators responsible for 
research oversight such as the Office of Human Research Protections, and the 
Boston University Institutional Review Board. 
The verbal think aloud data, and verbal interview data, will be stored on a tape 
recorder that will be stored in a locked cabinet. Alex Walsh , the PI, and Adam 
Naylor, the faculty advisor, will be the ones who have access to the key that 
opens the cabinet. The data from the poker session will be stored on a password 
protected computer that can be accessed only by Alex Walsh. You will be 
assigned a code number and name to further ensure confidentiality. All data will 
be de-identified so that it cannot be connected back to individual participants. 
Potential publication of results will maintain the anonymity of each participant. 
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The data will be kept for three years after the study has been completed , after 
which time it will be destroyed. 
PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 
Your participation is voluntary. Your refusal to participate will involve no 
penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You may withdraw 
your consent at any time and discontinue participation without penalty. You are 
not waiving any legal claims, rights or remedies because of your participation in 
this research study. 
EMERGENCY CARE AND COMPENSATION FOR INJURY 
If you are injured as a direct result of research procedures not done primarily 
for your own benefit, you will receive medical treatment; however, you or your 
insurance will be responsible for the cost. Boston University does not provide 
any other form of compensation for injury. 
INVESTIGATOR'S CONTACT INFORMATION 
If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to 
contact Alex Walsh, PI , at (978) 660-0889, and/or at 
alexwalshstrength@yahoo.com, and Adam Naylor, faculty advisor, at 
ahnaylor@bu.edu, and/or (617) 353-0313 . 
RIGHTS OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT- IRB CONTACT INFORMATION 
If you have questions, concerns, or complaints about your rights as a 
research participant you may contact the IRB directly at the information provided 
below. You may obtain further information about your rights as a research 
subject by contacting the Boston University Institutional Review Board for Human 
Subjects Research at 617-358-6115 or irb@bu .edu . 
I have read the information provided above. I have been given a chance to 
ask questions. My questions have been answered to my satisfaction, and I 
agree to participate in this study. I have been given a copy of this form . 
o I agree to be audio/video-recorded /photographed 
Name of Participant 
Signature of Participant Date 
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I have explained the research to the participant and answered all of his/her 
questions. I believe that he/she understands the information described in this 
document and freely consents to participate. 
Name of Person Obtaining Consent 
Signature of Person Obtaining Consent Date 
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Appendix F: 
First Interview 
Have you experienced positive emotions while playing poker? 
• If so, what is one of those emotional states? 
o What caused this emotional state? 
o How long does it usually last for? 
o How did you deal with this? 
• Did it change future expectations? 
• Did it help you play well? 
o If so, in what way(s)? 
• Did it hurt your play? 
o If so, in what way(s)? 
Have you experienced negative emotions while playing poker? 
• If so, what is one of those emotional states? 
o What caused this emotional state? 
o How long does it usually last for? 
o How did you deal with this? 
• Did it change future expectations? 
• Did it help you play well? 
o If so, in what way(s)? 
• Did it hurt your play? 
o If so, in what way(s)? 
Have you noticed an opponent experiencing positive emotions while playing 
poker? 
• If so, what do you believe caused this? 
• If so, did it influence how you played against this opponent? 
• If so, in what way(s)? 
Have you noticed an opponent experiencing negative emotions while playing 
poker? 
• If so, what do you believe caused this? 
• If so, did it influence how you played against this opponent? 
• If so, in what way(s)? 
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Appendix G: 
Poker Experience Questionnaire 
Please answer the following questions with as much detail as necessary to 
answer the question fully. Leave the Participant Code line blank. 
Demographic Information 
Participant Code: 
Estimated number of poker sessions played per week (over the past year): 
Estimated Number of Hours Playing Poker (since the age of 21 ): 
List the number of major tournament wins you have attained (ONLY from World 
Series of Poker, World Series of Poker Europe, and The World Poker Tour): 
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Appendix H: 
Manipulation Check 
1. What was your level of motivation to win during the poker session? 
LOW MEDIUM HIGH 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
2. What was your level of motivation to give full effort during the study? 
LOW MEDIUM HIGH 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
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Appendix 1: 
Tracking Sheet 
Game Type Time Reason(s) Outcome 
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Appendix J: 
Lie Bet Tool 
( 1 ) Have you ever felt the need to bet more and more money? 
2) Have you ever had to lie to people important to you about how much you 
gambled? 
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Appendix K: 
CAMH tool 
In the past 12 months have you gambled more than you intended to? 
_____ yes _____ no 
In the past 12 months have you claimed to be winning money when you were 
not? 
_____ yes _____ no 
In the past 12 months have you felt guilty about the way you gamble or about 
what happens when you gamble? 
_____ yes _____ no 
In the past 12 months have people criticized your gambling? 
_____ y,es _____ no 
In the past 12 months have you had money arguments centered on gambling? 
_____ yes _____ no 
In the past 12 months did you feel you had to persist until you won? 
_____ yes _____ no 
If you answered yes to 2 or more of these questions, how often has it happened? 
_____ once _____ only sometimes _____ often 
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Appendix L: 
Emotions Continuum 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
Happy/Prideful Neutral Anxious/angry/frustrated 
164 
Appendix M: 
Review Session Protocol 
1. Let's take a look at this point in time. 
Do you remember your emotional state? 
If so, what was it? 
Was it helpful, hurtful, or neither? 
If it was hurtful, what caused it? 
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